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DEDICATION 


The year was 1945. I reached home less than thirty 
minutes before I was scheduled to receive my high 
school diploma. That day I had been hanging window 
awnings ninety miles away. I was tired, hungry, nasty 
and smelly. My siblings washed me from my waist up, 
feed me a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, gave me a 
clean shirt, gird my loins with a full length black gown 
and slapped a paste board hat with a tassel on my head. 
Somehow they managed to shove me in line just in time 
to receive my diploma. As they had done so many times 
in the past; they made a way for me. My one regret is that 
this declaration comes too late for many of those who 
inspired this novel. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Babe Ruth hit 60 home runs in 1927. That year the 
American economy was swinging at a good clip too. Ben 
Knight was one of those claiming to be a wealthy man. 
Ben's claim to riches, however, had nothing to do with 
baseball, money, real estate or fame, and everything to 
do with his children. According to Ben Knight there was 
already a heavenly crown of nine stars awaiting him in 
heaven. 

Ben Knight, after a dozen jobs and as many address 
changes, had finally found his niche in life. Five years 
earlier he became a share cropper on an isolated, sprawling 
tobacco farm in the rich bottom land near the Roanoke 
River in Eastern, North Carolina. The large family of 
Knights was well suited for the labor intensive work of 
sowing, growing and harvesting tobacco. Many willing 
hands lessened the drudgery, leaving time for the good 
life. There were fish in the river and game in the forest. 
There was room in the pasture for a milk cow, a coop for 
chickens, a pen for pigs, fertile soil for growing vegetables, 
and free wood aplenty for cooking and keeping warm. 

Then, in 1927 along came Vince. Ben’s wife Clara 
failed to regain her health following the birth of their 
tenth child. The Knight family did much praying, 
hoping and wondering when or if Clara would ever be 
well again. Unfortunately, in spite of countless doctor 
visits, massive doses of vitamins, folic acid and ferrous 
sulfate tablets, the only things that kept coming back 
were Clara’s anemia and her doctors. While this losing 


battle was still in its early stages, Ben Knight's health also 
began a rapid decline. 

Before baby Vince was out of diapers, both of his 
parents had become permanent dependents rather than 
providers. Before Vince’s second birthday, bed ridden 
Ben Knight and his clan had been asked to move. 

This unfortunate situation begged the question: 
What next for the hard working, fun loving family of 
Knights? ‘The oldest children, although still in their 
teens, left home and school and found jobs in the city of 
Greengate, North Carolina, more than fifty miles away. 
The remaining Knights rented a house in the village of 
Denton, a tiny village where their church and friends 
were located. Ben could only watch as his youngest was 
being spoiled by siblings, friends, neighbors, teachers 
and visiting relatives. The pampered boy’s long hours 
in bed were mitigated by teddy bears, toy soldiers, 
nursery rhymes and story books, all provided by doting 
admirers. At age five, Vince was convinced that Robert 
Louis Stevenson had written “The Land of Counterpane” 
especially for him. 

Vince's teachers were amazed at their frail pupil’s 
reading and writing skills. Later, when Vince was kept at 
home by seemingly endless childhood diseases, adoring 
teachers brought the school to his bedside. As Vince’s 
elementary school years passed, both the general economy 
and the fragile student's health began to improve. 
However, the economic improvements being enjoyed 
elsewhere were bypassing the isolated backwater village 
where the Knight’s lived. As a result, more of Vince’s 
siblings were moving away from home in search of better 
paying jobs. By 1940, two ailing parents, both with ever 


increasing medical needs and a dwindling home base 
forced the Knights to leave Denton. 

The Knights’ rented a house in the poorest white 
neighborhood of Greengate, North Carolina; an area 
teeming with tough kids. Ben Knight was delighted: No 
room there for book worms or sissy pants. Ben correctly 
predicted that Railroad Street would be the place where 
the mettle of his tenth child was going to be tested. 
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CHAPTER I 


Railroad Street 


ON THE SURFACE, RAILROAD Street, with its cast 
of colorful characters, appeared to be a prototype of 
thousands of other blue collar neighborhoods in America. 
Like those communities, Railroad Street could claim its 
share of so called characters, many of whom had little or 
nothing to do with what caused them to stand out. Take 
the case of Helen Richards. Helen was born and raised 
on Railroad Street. At a very early age Helen began to 
be called “Pie”. Undoubtedly, Helen was as cute as pie 
when she was a baby, and the nick name stuck. As a 
grown woman, “Pie” Richards could not show herself on 
Railroad Street without one of the street’s males yelling 
loudly enough to be heard on the entire 1100 block. 

“Who's that lady?” 

To which some other male somewhere else on the 
block would answer. 

“That ain’t no lady, that’s Pie!” 
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Then there was lying Sam. Sam Carpenter was the 
undisputed champion liar of Railroad Street. Sam was 
always in demand, and could be counted on to live up to 
his reputation at any place or time. The truth of Sam’s 
consistent ability to lie was clearly communicated to Ben 
Knight one hot summer day. As often was the case, Ben 
was relaxing in his favorite rocker on the front porch 
of 1108. That spot’s only claim to fame was being the 
coolest place in the neighborhood. Hence, it was there 
that Sam often held court. 

“Hot dog.” Ben said to himself, “Yonder comes lying 
Sam. And, just when I need to hear a good lie.” 

Ben also noticed that Sam was walking faster than 
usual. Ben continued to speculate. 

“He's either in a hurry to get in the shade, or he’s 
got a real whopper and can’t wait to share it.” However, 
it soon became evident that something was wrong. Ben 
watched in disbelief as the street's champion liar passed 
1108 without so much as a “how do you do”. Ben called 
out. 

“Hey Sam, what's the matter with you? Come up 
here on the porch where it’s cool and tell me one of your 
lies.” r 

“I'm sorry Ben, but I ain’t got time right now. Old 
man Nelson Perkins passed away last night, and I’m on 
the way there to pay my respects.” « 

Sam's words were spoken without so much as a 
backward glance. 

It took Ben Knight thirty minutes to press the wrinkles 
out of his old black suit and polish his scruffy shoes and 
find his necktie. It was slow going in the oppressive heat 
for a man badly crippled by arthritis, but, a man does 
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what he has to do. Ben was somewhat surprised to see 
nothing going on at the Perkins house when it came into 
view. He was even more surprised when old man Nelson 
Perkins answered the door. Ben Knight got exactly what 
he requested from lying Sam. 

Mack Clack was a kid who was known for his 
expressive use of the English Language. For that reason 
he was to be avoided, especially when a boy was trying to 
impress a girl. Vince Knight learned this hard lesson early 
in his courtship days. It happened when fourteen year old 
Vince was delivering groceries for the Central Grocery. 
On his way back to the store from a noon delivery, Vince 
decided to stop by the City Diner for a hot dog and Pepsi. 
While he was parking his bike, a pretty girl hed met at 
school happened to be passing by. 

“I’m fixen’ to eat lunch, come on in, I'll buy you 
something.” Vince offered. 

“I’m really not hungry.” she answered, “Maybe I'll 
just have a coke.” 

“Great.” Vince returned. He was thinking, “My 
gracious, this courting business is easy.” 

Instead of coke, however, the girl changed her mind 
and ordered a na split. That happened to be a bit 
out of Vince’ get, but what the heck. Things were 
still going great.’ Then, to his ismay, who arose from the 
booth next to the courting couple but Mack Clack. 

“Hello Vince.” # 

eri. 

“Did you put mustard on that hot dog youre eatin?” 
Mack wanted to know. 
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“I put mustard on my mine, too. And it burnt the 
snot outta me.” 

That girl was too expensive for Vince anyway. 

Beneath the surface, however, ten long years after the 
strike, Railroad Street was a far cry from what it appeared 
to be. Many people there had not spoken to their next 
door neighbor in years. Historians claim that following 
the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 
1941, America became more united than it had been 
in more than a hundred years, or since. This narrative 
is the story of how the deeply divided neighborhood of 
Railroad Street managed to become an analogous part of 
that memorable paradigm. It is also the tale of one boy’s 
struggle to become the tenth star in his father’s heavenly 
crown. 


CHAPTER 2 





The Strike 


AFTER WALL STREET CRASHED in October of 1929, 
an even worse fate awaited the residents of Railroad 
Street. The Central Railroad Company decided to shut 
out its own unions and operate its newly completed 
repair facility at Greengate with nonunion labor. The 
labor strike following that announcement resulted in a 
year of violent incidents and clashes. Before the violence 
ended a year later, there had been numerous acts of 
civil disobedience, law suits, claims and counter claims, 
arrests and personal injuries. Hunger and hatred became 
a part of every day life as it was lived on Railroad Street 
during that turbulent year. The strike finally came to a 
court mandated end in 1930 after a work train loaded 
with nonunion scab workers was derailed, attacked and 
set on fire and by hundreds of angry union supporters. A 
gun fight erupted between union forces and the railroad 
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police guarding the scabs. As a result, six men were killed 
and dozens more were wounded. 

During the strike, Railroad Street was home to a 
mixture of union and nonunion sympathizers. Both 
sides were tired of the violence, hunger and bloodshed. 
Everyone was happy to see the bitter strike come to an 
end. As a consequence the citizens of Railroad Street 
adopted a live and let live attitude. But, live and let live 
did not mean forgive and forget. Throughout the coming 
decade, the neighborhood continued to be a patchwork 
of homes where friends were often separated by one or 
more houses occupied by a former foe. Following the 
strike, the root cause of the strike was carefully preserved 
by the two Railroad Street families who lost loved ones 
during the scab train debacle. For the next ten years, 
thanks to two families, with the unlikely surnames of 
King and Queen, the spirit of separation and segregation 
between scabs and union on Railroad Street was strictly 
maintained. . 


CHAPTER 3 
Kings and Queens 


IN 1940, TWENTY ONE year old Arthur King was 
busy wooing his childhood sweetheart. Arthur was no 
longer interested in managing the day to day affairs of 
Arthurland. To make this happen, Arthur made it very 
clear to his former subjects that he would no longer 
become involved with their problems unless there was an 
extreme emergency. Arthur King was good at meaning 
what he said. As “King Arthur”, he had been held in such 
awe by his constituents that for months following that 
edict, no one was brave enough to risk finding out what 
Arthur might qualify as an extreme emergency. 

Thus, with no problems being reported, there was 
good reason for Arthur to believe that the purpose of his 
leadership in the neighborhood was over. ‘The “purpose” 
of his leadership in his so called Kingdom had been to 
make sure that the poorest kids on the block did not fall 


under the influence of Dennis Queen and his wealthy 
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mother, Amanda. Arthur's optimism was fueled by the 
fact that his arch rival Dennis Queen was no longer in the 
picture. Dennis was hundreds of miles away attending 
college in Florida. With a college degree and perhaps a 
professional athletic career in prospect, the likelihood of 
Dennis ever returning to the likes of Railroad Street were 
slim to none. 

Dennis Queen and Arthur King were only ten 
when their fathers, both railroad men, died in a bizarre 
locomotive boiler explosion. That violent event marked 
the end of a year long bitter strike against the Central 
Railroad Company. Before the strike, the two men 
killed in the locomotive explosion were best of friends. 
Both lived on the 1100 block of Railroad Street. At the 
onset of the strike, however, the two quickly became 
bitter enemies. Roger King supported the union cause, 
refusing to cross their picket lines. Russell Queen on 
the other hand was not willing to give up a job that he 
dearly loved for the sake of what he believed to be a losing 
cause. The fact that Roger King’s was a union advocate 
provided a powerful motive for his possible culpability in 
the mysterious explosion. However, the amnesty ruling 
mandated by the courts voided any legal action from his 
Participation in the tragic event. 

There were also rumors that cast doubt upon Russell 
Queen's part in the strange tragedy. Several witnesses 
testified that Russell Queen’s health was failing at the 
time of the explosion. One rumor had it that Russell was 
suffering from an inoperable brain tumor and was living 
on borrowed time. The fact that Russell had recently 
purchased a large insurance policy added credence to 
these reports and rumors. Thanks to a very sharp lawyer, 
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and the mutilated condition of Queen’s remains, both 
the insurance and railroad company both paid Russell's 
widow Amanda sizable sums of money. Amanda used a 
large part of her new found wealth to buy more than 
a dozen houses on Railroad Street namely those being 
rented to former scabs. Before the strike, houses on 
Railroad Street looked very much alike; a neighborhood 
of single family, wooden structures with soot blackened, 
unpainted galvanized tin roofs. That changed when 
roughly half of the house roofs on Railroad Street suddenly 
became transformed by several coats of Amanda Queen's 
brilliant red paint. The purpose of this ostentatious act 
was to produce visible evidence that Amanda Queen was 
the financial winner of the court ordered settlement. 
Roger King’s death produced barely enough insurance 
money to bury him. Luckily for Maggie King, her older 
two sons had good paying jobs and were not married. 
Luckily both lived at home. Their combined income was 
enough to keep the King family financially afloat. In 
1939, Maggie King received a small inheritance that she 
used to buy 1108 Railroad Street, the house next door to 
hers. This way Maggie made sure that Amanda Queen's 
influence came no closer. Equally important, Amanda 
Queen would never own half of Maggie’s beloved linden 
tree. The majestic linden sat on the property line between 
1108 and the King’s next door. The linden’s leaves were the 
size of pasteboard fans that lined the racks of churches and 
funeral home benches during the days before the miracle 
called air conditioning. The Linden’s massive branches 
reached teasingly close to the sidewalk on Amanda’ side 
of the street. The tree also became the site of Arthur's 
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bench. It was there that Arthur King issued edicts and 
received homage from the “union” kids. 

Dennis Queen's method of leadership was more 
impersonal, but equally effective. Dennis would hand 
out tickets to the Anti-King kids for movies, swimming 
pool, and baseball games. Each month during the 
summer Dennis would also sponsor a catered party for 
all the people living in houses owned by his mother. Each 
summer a drawing would be made among these so called 
Queen families. The winning ticket would be treated to 
a weekend at the beach, including room and board. Both 
families were equally committed to maintaining the status 
quo. For the record, there were also a few independents 
living in the neighborhood. But, make no mistake, the 
social life of the entire neighborhood centered around 
the Kings and Queens of Railroad Street. 
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CHAPTER 4 
The Knights Arrive 


A FREEZING WIND WAS whipping its way through the 
near empty Railroad Street that winter evening during 
February of 1940, when Amanda Queen; dinner napkin 
in hand, answered a knock at her front door. Her shivering 
visitor was a tall, frail young woman. 

“My name is Mollie Knight. I see youre having 
supper. I’m sorry to bother you, but someone told me 
that you may have a house that I could rent.” 

The woman’s coat was not only threadbare, it was too 
short to keep her thin legs warm. A cheap silk scarf was 
tied around her head. Several fingers were visible through 
holes in her ragged gloves. 

“I’m sorry, but I just rented my only empty house 
earlier this week. But, please don’t go away without 
coming in and warming up a bit. You must be freezing. 
Come in, let me fix you something hot to drink.” 
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“That’s very kind of you, but I have to find a place 
soon. My parents are both ill, and I need to have them 
in a place near my work so that I can look after them. 
Maybe you can recommend some other place I might 


try 

“T’m so sorry.” Amanda answered. 

“That's all right. It was nice meeting you. And 
thanks for your hospitality. I just hope I didn’t spoil your 
supper.” 

As Mollie Knight turned to go, their eyes met. The 
poor, freezing young woman accepted disappointment 
with such grace that it penetrated a weak spot in Amanda’s 
rigid defenses. 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” Amanda surprised herself 
saying, “Mrs. King lives there, in the house next door to 
1108. Maybe she can help you.” 

“Ts it all right if tell her that you sent me? Sometimes 
It helps to have good references.” 

There followed an awkward moment of silence. It 
didn’t seem to be a question that required a great deal 
of thought. A simple yes or no would do. Mollie Knight 
waited. 

“I'd really rather you didn't mention my name. I 
don't want my competitors to think that I’m getting soft. 
I hope she rents you the house. If not, see me tomorrow, 


and I'll help you find a place.” 


CHAPTER 5 
The Wood Chopper’s Ball 


AFTER WORKING HOURS, VIRGIL Knight borrowed 
one of his company’s trucks and with the help of brothers 
Jack, Victor, Howard and Vince moved his parents’ 
belongings into 1108 Railroad Street. The five female 
siblings were inside turning empty rooms into a home. 
It was well past midnight by the time the sisters got 
around to thirteen year old Vince’s room. Slats, springs, 
mattress, sheets, pillows, quilts and the bed was made. A 
dresser and chest of drawers were pushed against the wall. 
Shades and curtains soon covered the windows. Vince, 
the baby of the family of ten children was kissed and told 
goodnight. 

The next morning Vince Knight awoke to cold, gray 
surroundings. He lay beneath the warm covers wondering 
about life in this strange place. Life in the small town of 
Denton has been great. Everyone there had been good to 
him. Here in a city, he would have to start over. Would 


13 


William M. Davenport 


he be lucky again? He began this transition by checking 
out his room. It was larger than his old bedroom. The 
ceiling was higher, and instead of plaster was covered with 
narrow tongue and groove boards. He peeped over the 
edge of his bed to discover that the floor looked exactly 
the same. The tops and bottoms of two large windows 
were in the middle of the outer wall. 

“My room is reversible.” he thought. 

But, neither of the room's two doors, one leading to a 
hall, and the other to the kitchen reached the ceiling. 

“Oh, well,” Vince told himself, “You can’t have 
everything.” 

He snatched on the shade next to his bed and let it 
fly, expecting to be blinded by brightness. Instead was 
looking into space that was as gloomy, dreary and lifeless 
as his own room. While he was studying this depressing 
revelation, Vince’s mother entered his room. On the 
day Vince was born, Clara Knight became an invalid. 
‘The doctors said that her anemic condition was merely 
temporary. Iron tablets were prescribed. But, the only 
thing that came back again and again was the doctor, 
Yet, for eleven years Clara quietly moved about the house 
with such grace and cheerfulness that Vince seldom 
wished her to be otherwise. 

“It’s cold in your father’s room. You'll have to bring in 
some stove wood.” she said. 

“I didn’t know we bought any stove wood with us.” 
Vince answered sarcastically, 

“There’s plenty of wood in the back yard. All you 
have to do is split some of it.” 

“With our axe? That thing wouldn't split peas.” 
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“T haven't got time to listen to your silliness. Get out 
there and get started while I fix us some hot oatmeal. 
Bring some of the wood you've cut with you when I call, 
and we can get a fire going.” 

When Clara called fifteen minutes later, Vince came 
in empty handed. 

“Where’s my wood?” 

“Wood? What wood? There’s nothing out there but a 
pile of knots and stumps. No wonder those folks left em’ 
behind. You don’t expect me to cut that stuff with our 
axe, do you?” 

If Vince had been talking to his father instead of his 
mother, his complaint would have been considerably 
shorter. Ben Knight would have slapped his son’s mouth 
shut somewhere between the knots and stumps. 

“Sit down over there and eat your oatmeal while I 
take a look outside.” 

While eating his oatmeal, Vince noticed that water 
had been substituted for milk. He intended to mention 
this to his mother when she came in without any wood. 

But, when he opened the door for her, he discovered 
that her apron was brimming with twigs and branches. “I 
know our axe isn’t sharp. But, it’s Saturday and you dont 
have school. You've got all day to get some of that tough 
wood cut.” 

By the time Vince returned to the yard, he discovered 
that he could actually smell the fog. The fog had become 
chemically mixed with smoke, soot and other wind 
blown fallout from the nearby railroad shops. In the not 
so far distance, he could hear clanging of railroad cars 
being coupled, steam engines puffing and a variety of 
bells and whistles. None of this helped to improve his 
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current mood. Nevertheless, Vince tried. At the end of an 
hour of hacking and whacking he had only a few chips 
and several blisters to show for his effort. In frustration, 
Vince tried to end the hopeless job by busting the axe 
handle. He smacked the handle across a petrified stump. 
The blow did no visible damage to the axe handle, but 
it rattled Vince's teeth and gave him a ringing headache. 
Once his head cleared, the frustrated boy launched a 
blistering attack against the nearest stump. 

He hammered blow after blow against his inert 
enemy. When the fighting spirit left him, so did the axe. 
The boy demonstrated his frustration by reeling like a 
drunk. He staggered randomly about the frozen yard 
before selecting a place to fall. After picking a spot, he 
turned around and around several times, much in the 
manner of a dog before flopping to the ground. There, he 
lay face down until he spotted two heavy brogans about 
six inches from his nose. He knew it was time to get up. 

The man wearing the shoes was over six feet tall. He 
was wearing overalls and a red polka dot cap: Vince was 
looking at the first genuine railroad man up close. 

“Are you all right kid?” 

“Yeah. I’m just having a hard time with trying to cut 
this stupid wood.” 

“You just moved in last night didn’t you? What's your 
name?” 

“I'm Vince Knight. Who are you?” 

“I'm Arthur King, I live next door. Are you sure youre 
OK? At first I thought maybe you were drunk. Then I 
thought you must be a dog.” 

“No. I was just upset, that’s all.” 

“Well good luck. I hope to be seeing you around.” 
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With that, the railroad man was gone. 

Vince waited until he was sure that Arthur King was 
no longer around before he began talking to himself. 

“Yes, I’m just great Mr. King. Come back to see me 
again when I get through cutting’ this wood. I'll be 
summer by that time.” 

To himself, the boy said, “Yeah Vince you sure made 
a great impression on your very first visitor, didn’t you?” 

After making an ass of himself Vince realized that 
he was not going to win his war of the wood with the 
weapons at his disposal. He decided to sue for peace. In 
order to do that however, he needed a peace offering. His 
mother was looking for something to burn. Nothing else 
would do. He rummaged through the garage until he 
found a couple of old baskets. As he rounded the corner 
of the house he couldn’ believe what his eyes were telling 
him. The frustrated boy was looking at the biggest tree 
he'd ever seen. And, this coming from eyes that had been 
used to living in the back woods all of his life. The sight 
prompted Vince to wonder what he might see from the 
top of that big boy. Vince would soon make it his business 
to find the answer to that question. Right now he needed 
to lower his sights and find something that would burn. 
It was no job to fill both baskets to overflowing with dead 
limbs and twigs that had fallen and were waiting to be 
gleaned. His mother held open the door and a roaring 
fire was soon warming his father’s room. 

“That woodpile has me beat Mama. Our old axe just 
wont hack it.” 

“O.K. son, when Mollie gets home or one of your 
brothers come by, we'll see what can be done.” 
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While they were talking, Vince noticed that several 
kids were making their way into his back yard. 

Vince and his mother moved to the kitchen window. 
From there they could see that the crowd had grown to 
around a dozen. Each kid was armed with some kind of 
wood splitting apparatus. There were axes, 

saws, wedges, and mauls. Mother and son watched. 
A magic show was taking place in their own backyard. 
Before their very eyes, unwanted, abandoned misfits 
stumps and knots were being transformed into fat, 
desirable chunks of stove wood. 

“Go outside and see what's going on?” Clara 
suggested. 

“I can see what's going on. Maybe they’re out there 
by mistake, I suggest we wait a bit.” 

“Well if you won't go, I’m going.” And with that, 
Clara Knight made her way to the woodchopper’s ball. 

“What going on here kids? Who told you to chop up 
this wood?” 

A lanky teen paused long enough to say, “We're just 
following orders ma’am.” 

“Whose orders?” 

“King Arthur’s ma'am.” 

“T guess I should have known. I’m sorry I bothered 
to ask.” 

“What did they say?” Vince asked as his mother 
shuffled past him. 

“King Arthur ordered the wood to be cut. We've 
moved to Camelot. As soon as they leave, bring in a load. 
Our chips are about to run out.” 

After the woodchoppers were gone, and his father’s 
room was cozy warm, Vince walked to the woodpile 
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again. This time his nostrils noticed that the acrid odor of 
half burned coal was mingling with the smell of sawdust 
and wood chips. For a few seconds Vince thought it was 
snowing. He held out his hand. Tiny puffs were indeed 
falling. But, when he rubbed a finger over one of the 
puffs, it left a tiny black streak. Soot. 

Smoke could be seen pouring from the nearby railroad 
shop’s power plant chimney. Smaller powerhouses called 
locomotives could be heard huffing and puffing nearby. 
The air was filled with strange sounds never heard in 
the quiet village from which he'd moved. As a prayer of 
sorts, Vince held out both hands toward heaven. When 
he rubbed his palms together seconds later, both palms 
were black. Soot black. 

A new roaring sound, even closer caught the boy's 
attention. Seconds later a dozen kids on roller skates 
flashed past his driveway. They were moving at a good 
clip, but he recognized them as the woodchoppets. He 
waited for the Doppler effect to tell him that the skaters 
were far away before walking to the sidewalk. They were 
nowhere to be seen or heard. Suddenly, a bright red sports 
car slid smoothly to the curb. The driver, a handsome 
young man, jumped from the automobile and ran to 
greet Vince. 

“l’m Dennis Queen, I live across the street. You must 
be one of the Knights. My mother told me that you were 
moving in.” 

“My name is Vince.” the boy answered. 

“Say Vince, why aren't you out skating with the 
gang?” 

“You must mean the gang that just came by here a 
few minutes ago?” 
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“Yeah, I just saw them on Redwood Street a minute 
ago. But, that doesn’t tell me why you aren’t with them’. 

“I ain't with em’ for several reasons. I ain't got no 
skates. I don’t know how to skate, and they didn’t invite 
me to go skating with them”. 

“Well, now that you've given me a very clear answer, 
let’s see if we we can do something about your problem. 
I have an old pair of skates. You're welcome to have them. 
I'll run in the house and see if mother can help me find 
them. Don’t go away.” 

“Gosh, I don’t know what to say.” 

“Then don’t say anything and don’t go away, I’ll be 
right back.” 

Five minutes later, Dennis Queen was back. 

“I’m sorry I got your hopes up for nothing Vince. 
But, we looked everywhere and couldn’t find my old 
skates. I’m taking off for school right now. My mother 
said that she would keep looking. If she can’t find them 
she’s going to order you a pair. How’s that?” 

“That'll be just fine.” Vince responded. 

“Welcome to the neighborhood. I look forward to 
seeing you again when I come home for spring break.” 

“From what?” 

“Dont you know what spring break is?” 

“Sure,” Vince replied. “that’s what happens when 
winter ends and spring breaks out I guess.” 

“That's about it.” Dennis said. He was obviously 
pleased with the boy’s spunk and demeanor. “O.K. Vince 
I'll see you when winter ends and spring breaks.” 

Moments later the shiny car was gone, and Vince 
went in his house to ask his mother what a spring break 
was. 
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CHAPTER 6: 
The Roller Skates 


FOR THE NEXT FEW days Vince’s head was full of big 
city book learning and his arms were puffed up with 
vaccinations from the Greengate Health Department. 
Inoculations in the swamp country of eastern North 
Carolina were considered to be largely experimental 
and always optional, and more often than not, ignored 
by students, faculty and parents alike. Vince took the 
assault on his person as part of a plan to rid the city 
of undesirable backwoods bumpkins. To make matters 
worse, a patch of pin pricks turned Vince’s arm into a 
huge red balloon. This sent the country boy to the city 
health department by special courier. Several X-rays and 
consultations later, it was decided that Vince’s former 
battles with pneumonia accounted for the positive 
tubercular reaction. Somewhat worse for wear, Vince was 
allowed into reenter the Greengate City School system. 
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Now, as a refugee from the health department, Vince felt 
even more alone in the big city classroom. 

“They think I’m a leper.” he told his mother. 

At home, things were not much better. Mollie was 
working long hours at the department store. Vince's 
mother was preoccupied with caring for her bedridden 
husband. As the youngest of ten, there had always been 
someone around that would cater to his sick headaches, 
complaints and whims. Now, for the first time in his life, 
Vince Knight was feeling the hell of loneliness and self- 
pity. 

With the exception of his father’s thoughts on 
the matter, Vince had always been the family’s darling. 
Because of his many childhood maladies, the sickly 
boy spent more of his younger life with books instead 
of other children. Clara Knight, and Vince's siblings all 
encouraged and praised their baby for his passion for 
knowledge and encouraged his love of books. Vince's 
father, however, was not among that group. Ben Knight 
was convinced that books were as likely to become the 
ruin of his youngest as other known vices. Ben Knight 
never owned an automobile or a piece of real estate. Yet, 
he considered himself a rich man. His claim to riches were 
his wife and nine of his children. Vince, however, had yet 
to prove his right to become the tenth star in his father’s 
crown. Although Ben was now a semi-invalid and no 
longer the breadwinner, he continued to assert himself as 
the head of his family. Ben Knight was highly principled 
and totally fearless, a combination of traits that kept him 
moving from one job to the next. He would quit the 
most lucrative position rather than compromise one of 
his precious principles. The only thing the man feared 
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was that his insurance policy would lapse and keep him 
from paying for his own funeral. 

All week, Vince’s mother tried to cheer her melancholy 
baby. Meanwhile her baby tried equally hard not to be 
cheered. As he passed through the hall on his way in from 
school, however, he noticed a large shoe box on the hall 
table. 

“There's a present for you there on the hall table.” his 
mother announced cheerfully. 

“Yes mama, I saw it. My old shoes are in bad shape, 
I guess Mollie or one on the others bought me a new 
pair.” 

“No son. It’s not what you think. This package is 
much too heavy for a pair of shoes and besides it came 
from a sporting goods store. And, it has your name on 
it. But, if you're not interested, I guess we can send it 
back.” 

“Somebody must have sent it here by mistake.” he 
insisted. 

“That's what I told the delivery boy. But, he insisted 
on leaving the package.” 

Suddenly, it came to Vince. He not only knew what 
was in the package, he also knew who sent it. He tore 
into the package with gusto, snatched open the lid and 
stood looking down on a pair of mechanical wonders. 

“It was Dennis Queen, Ma. He said he wouldn't 
forget and he didn’t.” 

“What on earth are you talking about?” his mother 
asked. 

Vince was busy for the next few minutes. He was 
trying to relate his encounter with the young man who 
lived across the street and figure out how to fasten the 
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skates onto his flimsy shoe soles. Vince Knight wasn't 
doing a very good job of either. Clara, content to see that 
her son was enjoying himself, decided that she could wait 
until later for a better explanation. As soon as his mother 
released him, Vince made a beeline for his closet. There 
he found a pair of hand-me-down brogans waiting for 
his feet to grow. Two extra pairs of socks helped reduced 
the oversize, and minutes later, the boy was outside and 
ready to try his luck. Luckily, no one was around to see 
him fall. Wrestler’s have mats. Skaters have concrete 
sidewalks. Many bruises later, Vince had learned to 
master standing, turning, and stopping. All the while he 
was hoping that Dennis Queen would magically appear. 
When Vince could hold it no longer, and went in to use 
the bathroom. His mother was waiting. 

“While you have those skates off, you need to go over 
to the Queen’s and thank them for the roller skates.” 

“Dennis ain't home.” Vince offered. 

“How do you know?” 

“His car aint there. He has a bright red sports car. 
You should see it”. 

“Then go over there and tell whoever. Someone's at 
home, I see a car in the carport.” 

“Do I have to go now Ma? Dennis is the one who 
sent the skates. He’s the only one I need to thank.” 

“You can wait awhile to see if the young man shows 
up, but you're not getting back into this house without 
thanking someone who lives in that house. Do you 
understand?” 

And, with a “Yes Ma’am” the boy left to continue to 
practice his skating moves.” 
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Supper time was approaching and no sign of a red 
sports car. Vince skated to the porch steps at the Queen’s 
house. He sat on the bottom step and pulled off his 
oversized shoes without unlacing them. He was facing 
the street. Until that moment he had no idea that he was 
being watched. Now, he noticed Jim Perkins and Vilas 
More, two of the woodchoppers that were also in his class 
at school walking by on the other side of the street. He 
waved to them, but got no response. That was Vince's 
first inkling that all was not well. At first he thought 
maybe they hadn't seen him. So, he waved again and 
called. “Hey Jim.” Still no response. He had no idea what 
their problem was, maybe they were both deaf. And, 
with a shrug of his shoulders returned his attention to 
the business at hand. 

Amanda Queen opened her front door and peered 
down at her small gentleman caller. She quickly noticed 
that he wasn’t wearing shoes. 

“Good grief young man come in, you'll catch your 
death out there with no shoes on. What are you doing 
barefoot in this freezing weather?” 

“Oh, no Ma’am. My shoes are right there on your 
steps. I had on the skates your son sent me, and I just 
came over to thank him. I live there across the street.” 

“What’s your name?” 

“Vince, Ma’am, Vince Knight.” 

“Oh yes. I meet your sister Mollie last week. Welcome 
to our neighborhood, Vince.” 

“Thank you Ma’am. You must be Dennis’s mother?” 

“Yes I am. Why don’t you come in and warm a bit. 
Maybe I can fix you some hot chocolate or something. 
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I’m afraid Dennis won't be here any time soon. He’s away 
at college.” 

Vince didn’t need to look back, he could still feel 
their stares. As he followed Mrs. Queen into the house, 
however, he glanced over his shoulder. This time the boys 
were shaking their fists in his direction. 

“This is worse than I thought.” Vince told himself. 

He had been told that the Kings and Queens didnt 
get along. He had also been told to stay away from 
anyone who lived in a red top house. “That's where all 
the Queen’s people live.” Jim Perkins had said. 

Vince was thinking, “Dennis Queen is a nice guy. 
His mother seems to be nice, too. I haven't done anything 
wrong. My Papa says that if you ain't doing nothin’ wrong 
yourself, and things ain’t right, then it's somebody else’s 
problem, not yours.” 

Vince said to Amanda Queen, “Don't fix me anything 
for me, it’s almost supper time at my house. I can’t stay 
long.” 

Mollie told her family that the Queen’s house was 
beautiful. But, the inside of the Queen house had been 
of no interest to the boy until now. Now, his feet were 
noticing. His toes were sending instant messages of 
comfort and warmth upward. He looked down to discover 
plush from the carpet was overlapping his socks and cold 
feet. He followed his hostess with high exaggerated steps, 
so as not to stumble; all the while wondering what it 
would feel like if he did happen to fall. He was having 
a slight case of skate lag and thinking that he'd love to 
sleep on the floor in this house. The room was the most 
beautiful one the boy had ever seen. 

“So, you came to thank me for skates?” 
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“T really came to thank Dennis.” 

“Well, Pll be sure to let Dennis know. Dennis and 
I looked the house over for his old skates, but we didn’t 
find them, so I ordered you a pair. 

Dennis is going to college in Florida. He was leaving 
to go back there when he met you. He told me that he 
didn’t want to disappoint you.” 

“Which college?” 

“Dennis attends Florida State University. He has a 
football scholarship to that school.” 

“That's at Tallahassee ain’t it?” 

“Why yes, how did you know that?” 

“Tallahassee is the capital of the state. I just figured 
that Florida State was there, too.” 

“That's very clever of you. I take it you like school?’ 

“Yes Ma'am. ‘That is, I used to like it, but I’m having 
a hard time gettin’ used to the big city school. In fact, I 
was feeling mighty low until the skates came. Thank you 
and Dennis for doing this for me. And, thanks for asking 
me into your pretty house. My feet really appreciate 
this rug. Now, I need to be getting home. Mama will be 
wondering where I am.” 

Amanda Queen held our her hand. 

“Vince shook it. Then added, “I owe you a hug, 
too. 

“A hug?” I don’t understand.” she responded in 
surprise. 

“My Mama always says that when women do 
something good for me, I should always give them a 
hug.” 
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It was an awkward moment, but he continued to 
hold his arms up to her. Finally she walked into them. It 
was a moment that Amanda Queen would not forget. 
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The Acceptance Test 


A WEEK PASSED, ALL the time a boy needs to master 
the basic skills of roller skating. Vince was no exception. 
However, he was still skating alone. He knew that the 
others were watching. Then one afternoon he spotted Jim 
Perkins walking in his direction. Vince waited expectantly. 
He thought for sure that he was about to be asked to 
join the woodchoppers and go skating with them. As 
Jim reached Arthur King’s walkway, he turned a cold 
shoulder toward the waiting Vince and marched himself 
smartly up to Arthur King’s front door and knocked. 
Maggie King answered. Apparently Jim was asking to see 
Arthur, and was told to wait on the porch. 

Because of the high water table, there were no 
underground basements in Greengate. The layout of 
Vince's lot was graded such that the crawl space beneath 
his house varied from less that a foot in the rear to almost 
four feet near Vince’s front porch. The upper portion 
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of the underpinning was closed in with brickwork that 
kept the water pipes from being exposed to freezing 
temperatures This afforded a large crawl space that could 
also be used for storage. Vince made a beeline for that 
opening. Here and there bricks had been purposely left 
out to allow venting. These were also ideal spots from 
which to peek. Hidden as he was, Vince waited for the 
show. He didn’t have long to wait. 

Arthur King came onto the porch. He was smoking 
a Lucky Strike and holding a mug of coffee. It was cold 
outside. Vince was expecting to see both of them go 
inside. Instead, Jim was forced to state his business in 
the freezing air on Arthur’s front porch. The nervous 
boy used a lot of hand waving and finger pointing: The 
pointing, of course, was in the direction of the Queen 
and Knight houses. Vince knew that Jim was explaining 
to King that Vince had done the unthinkable and entered 
the home of Queen Amanda. Arthur King calmly sat his 
cup on the floor and flipped his cigarette into the yard. 
And, in a move almost too quick to follow grabbed the 
unsuspecting Jim Perkins by the nape of his neck and the 
seat of his pants and tossed him over the porch banister 
and into the shrubbery. Arthur retrieved his cup and 
went back inside. Obviously, Jim Perkin’s case was closed. 
Vince suspected that the next person to carry a complaint 
to King Arthur would likely be someone else. 

The woodchoppers were not pleased with the verdict 
handed down by Arthur King. In fact they were just 
plain put out with Arthur for his failure to punish this 
country bumpkin smart aleck living right next door. 
And to think, the rat was living in a house owned by the 
Kings. Spurred on by the vanquished Jim Perkins, the 
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gang decided to administer a bit of justice of their own. 
And, thus it was that Vince was invited to join them for 
an afternoon of skating action. Jim Perkins took it upon 
himself to do the talking. 

“T’ve seen you cutting a shine with those skates of 
yours Vince. Why don’t you join us for a run down Hill 
Street. You can help us make the turn at Harrison’s store 
when we get to the bottom,” Jim said, while patting his 
new friend on the back. 

“Wait a minute. Harrison’s store is smack dab on the 
street corner. There ain’t nothing beyond the store and 
the sidewalk but the street.” 

“Yep, that’s right. But, you don’t have to do anything. 
Just keep up and hang onto me. When we make that 
turn, you'll get the thrill of your life. Just wrap your arms 
around my waist and hang on.” 

As the group skated up the long block to Cherry 
Hill, Vince noticed that a boy named Flat Stone was left 
behind at Harrison’s store. 

“Why doesn’t Flat come with us?” 

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe one of his skates is messed 
up.” 

Vince had played the game of pop-the-whip many 
times before. He knew that it was strictly a sucker game. 
‘The sucker was the poor sap who ended up on the end of 
the line. But, why was Flat Stone staying behind at the 
corner of Railroad Street? 

“Sure,” Vince told himself, “Flats’ there to watch for 
oncoming traffic and call off the game if he sees a car 
coming.” The run to Harrison’s store began with Vince 
Knight hanging onto Jim Perkin’s waist. The chain of 
connected skaters continued to gain speed along the way. 
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Flat must have given the all clear sign and the rate of 
acceleration became ever more torrid. 

“I’m leaving you now.” Vince shouted in Jim Perkin’s 
ear. 

“You can’t do that. You've gotta hold on.” 

“You must think I’m crazy. If I were you I'd turn 
loose, too.” 

Good to his word, Vince removed his arms from 
Jim’s belly and began to break his own speed. Moments 
later the lead end of the dragon made the ninety degree 
turn at the corner Hill and Railroad Streets without a 
problem. This was done at greater and greater peril to 
each of the following parts of the dragon. More weight 
was shifted toward the rear as each skater successfully 
made the turn. It was becoming steadily more difficult 
for each succeeding skater to hold on. Every one but 
the dragon’s tail managed to make the turn. But, poor 
Jim Perkins, who thanks to Vince was now the tail of 
the dragon, simply could not hold on and was flung 
wildly into space. Jim landed in the middle of Railroad 
Street and continued to cartwheel, end over end, until 
he reached the opposite sidewalk. Heavy winter clothing 
saved Jim from losing fifty percent of his skin. 

Vince Knight soon became one of them. However, 
it turned out that the skating fiasco had little to do with 
Vince’s acceptance. The gang needed him: The following 
Saturday was the date chosen for the annual Railroad 
Street Rubber Gun War. 


33 


CHAPTER 8 
ite Rubber Gun War 


THE RAILROAD STREET RUBBER Gun War was an 
annual one day event that followed a very strict set of 
rules known as the “Articles of War”. Every facet of the 
game was shrouded in secrecy. The Rubber Gun War 
always started out well, but always managed to end in 
disaster. 

The architect of the war was a boy named Henry 
Taylor. Henry was badly crippled by polio at a very 
young age. Henry's father was a locomotive engineer and 
the family lived in one of the nicest houses on Railroad 
Street. The Taylors’ were neither union sympathizers or 
friendly with the anti-union crowd. The Taylors’ kept 
to themselves. But, when Dennis Queen went away to 
college, Henry Taylor became the self appointed de-facto 
head of the anti union forces. 
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An only child; Henry was pampered and spoiled and 
made himself into a pompous and virtually friendless ass. 
He didn’t even go to the same school with his neighbors. 
Each day his mother drove him to a private academy 
for rich kids. Henry became the de facto head of the 
anti-King gang by default into the void created by the 
departure of Dennis Queen. Henry leadership style was 
straight forward and had a name; it was called Bribery. In 
a sense, Dennis Queen and Arthur King did the same, but 
differed in the fact that each of them actually cared for the 
kids, and were dedicated to causes larger than themselves. 
Henry Taylor had no such agenda. Henry paid kids to 
do bad things. Henry Taylor wanted raw power and was 
willing to pay. But, Henry was also human. He yearned 
for respect. One way to do this was to win a major battle. 
To that end, Henry Taylor became the architect of the 
Railroad Street Rubber Gun War. 

Each year Henry would compose two copies of what 
he called “The Official Articles of War” and present them 
at a called meeting of the opposing sides. Details were 
discussed and agreed upon. The problem with the King’s 
side was they needed some place that would qualify as 
their command headquarters. Past wars had exhausted all 
hope of finding one among union parents. Then, someone 
thought of Vince’s place. Jim Perkins was chosen to make 
the pitch. 

“All of our folks are railroad workers.” Jim Perkins 
said, they work all sorts of crazy hours and shifts. There's 
always somebody sleeping.” 

There was an element of truth in Jim’s statement, but 
the real reason was that a treaty was signed by parents on 
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both sides following the last rubber gun war banning the 
presence or use of rubber guns on their property. 

“So, what’s that to me?” asked Vince. 

“We need to use your garage. That’s what.” 

“What are “we” gonna be doing in my garage?” 

“We'll meet there every night next week and work 
on our guns and ammunition. That’s all. Look. Here are 
the rules.” 

“Why do we have to be so secret? We used to play 
rubber guns back in Denton, and we didn’t have to keep 
it no secret.” 

“Lotsa reasons. If our parents knew we were about 
to have another Rubber Gun War, there wouldn't be no 
Rubber Gun War. And, we'd be called scary cats, sissies, 
cowards, weaklings, pole cats, rotten eggs, and um---m- 

“That's enough. I get the picture now.” 

“This war is big and important. If Henry Taylor wins 
or we have to call it off, there’s no tellin’ what he’ll do 
next. C’mon Vince we need you.” 

Jim's last words did it. That was the first time since 
Vince arrived in Greengate that he was told that he was 
needed. Jim Perkins may not-have been the smartest guy 
in the world, but he struck a brilliant chord that time. 
Vince was in. 

“But, there’s just one thing. My Papa’s room is next 
to our front porch. If he sees any rubber guns or hears a 
bunch of kids shouting’ on our front porch your war will 
be over.” 

“Not a problem.” Jim answered, “I'll run over to 
Henry's and have your ‘no porch’ rule added. No rubber 
guns on Knight's front porch. O. K.?” 
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The change making Knight's front porch off limits 
was quickly agreed to and added to the official ‘rules’. 
Battlegrounds where kills would be official were now 
limited to the Knight and Taylor yards and outbuildings. 
It also included the Railroad Street corridor between 
those houses. The garage at the back of Vince's lot was 
quickly converted into a war factory. 

Railroad lanterns sneaked from sleeping off duty 
workers lit the interior of Knight's garage like noonday. 
Raw war materials began to arrive. Rubber Gun Wars 
are not popular today because of the advent of tubeless 
tires. Until the end of World War II inner tubes were 
state of the art in all air pressured vehicle tires. Bands 
of discarded bicycle and/or auto tire tubes were cut into 
customized widths to make a variety of perfect rubber 
gun ammunition. Neighborhood kids routinely checked 
garages, gas stations and bicycle shops throughout the 
year for thrown away inner tubes. The demise of inner 
tubes manufacture marked the death of rubber guns as 
an American sport. 

Cutting discarded inner tubes into strips was an art 
form; the very heart and soul of rubber gun technology. 
Next to the inner tube, sharp scissors were the next most 
important element in the manufacture of ammunition. 
Sharp scissors suddenly disappeared from most of the 
sewing boxes on the block. Clothes pins were similarly 
obtained. Hand saws and scrap boards were gleaned 
from tool sheds and reshaped into a variety of unique 
pistols and rifles. Clothes pins were key elements, too. 
When properly fastened to the gun stock, again with 
the quintessential rubber bands, they generated an ideal 
triggering mechanism. 
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While workers were too thick to stir in Knight's 
garage, preparations were also underway at Taylor’s 
fortress. The difference being that Henry was working 
alone. Henry always worked alone. Henry’s father had 
the fort built especially for and according to his son’s 
wishes and design. There in his fortress, Henry enjoyed 
the comforts of home away from home. His fortress 
included bed, bath, radio and gun turrets that covered 
all approaches. The main reason Henry worked alone, 
however was the fact that no one else could stand his 
arrogance. During the days leading to the war itself, 
Henry dispatched state of the art guns and ammunition 
to all his troops. Yet, he made sure that there was enough 
fire power inside the fortress to kill all of the King troops 
several times over. Which happened to be exactly what 
Henry ‘Taylor expected and intended to do. Henry liked 
nothing better than blistering union behinds. Ostensibly, 
Henry Taylor's fortress was the object of the game. By 
design, the war always ended there. 

The reason was simple. Henry’s fortress was built to 
withstand far more than normal penetration. Secondly, 
Henry’s fire power was awesome. His broomstick repeaters 
with six or more firing notches could release a withering 
stream of rubber bullets that had sting left in them at 
distances of more than twenty yards. 

Vince knew he was in over his head in this one. There 
was no way his side was going to win this war. Yet, there 
was a definite air of confidence among the troops gearing 
up for the fight in his garage. 

“I must be missing something.” Vince confided to 
Flat Stone. Flat seemed to have a knack of staying out of 
trouble. 
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“Don’t worry Vince, we've got an ace up our sleeve.” 

“Its gonna take more than an ace to get at that guy. 
He let me peek in the window. It’s impossible.” 

“Just wait and hold onto some of your ammunition. 
Let us do the rest.” 

The war started out with a whimper. An hour past 
the ten a. m. starting time, nothing had happened. It 
was a beautiful day; plenty of other things to be doing. 
Fighting a war wasn't turning out to be near the fun and 
excitement that Vince had been promised. He and Flat 
were put on sentry duty, a job considered to be the pits. 
They were assigned to hide in the shrubbery behind 
Vince’s garage. They were ordered to knock on the wall 
if enemy troops approached. Flat, a kid always looking 
for something positive to say and do, explained that 
shrubbery was the safest place to be in case of an attack. 

“Rubber bands,” he pointed out, “positively cannot 
penetrate shrubbery.” 

“But, that doesn’t keep the thistles and thorns from 
eating my butt up.” Vince complained. 

Angry voices were suddenly coming from the direction 
of Vince's front yard. Leaving his buddy behind, Vince 
ran to investigate. He soon sighted a no holes barred, 
free-for-all fist fight underway in his front yard. 

When order was finally restored, all of the brawlers 
were King’s men. In defiance of rules of war, Buster Bridges 
had hunkered on the Knight’s front porch. When he 
heard whispering nearby, he leaned over the porch railing 
and called the whisperer by name. Lucky Lofton looked 
to see who was calling and took a point blank shot in 
the face. Buster was slightly retarded, a fact that Lucky 
decided to ignore for the moment. Buster’s big brother 
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Slim quickly came to Buster’s aid. Within seconds the 
majority of King’s troops were fighting each other. 

Henry Taylor's spies reported the disturbance to his 
commander. Buster was famous, for using his handicap 
to his own advantage. He would sell anyone’s bike, 
including his own brother’s for fifty cents. Henry Taylor 
was well aware of this. He had given Buster fifty cents 
to shoot one of his own troops in the face. Henry also 
correctly predicted that such an act would not be settled 
without a fight breaking out. Henry was right on. 

‘The fight was the diversion Henry was hoping for. He 
immediately ordered his troops to charge the enemy’s fort. 
Several union soldier failed to make it to Vince's garage 
alive, but the entire force of Taylor’s men were wiped out 
during their futile charge that Henry had ordered. The 
union forces were thrilled. Vince was not so sure. 

“Now the fun begins”, Jim Perkins told Vince. 

“What happens now?” 

“It’s about to be show time. This happens every year. 
We gonna charge Henry Taylor's fort. And, you, my friend 
will have the privilege of shooting him in the butt.” 

“What do you mean? Why me?” 

“Like I say, it’s the same every year. The person who 
furnishes the fort gets to finish the war.” 

“T don’t understand.” 

“There ain't nothing to understand. Just keep your 
guns loaded and stay back out ot the way. When the time 
comes you'll know what to do. C’mon let's go. This is 
it. 

Union forces charged from all directions. Henry knew 
that he was safe as long as he didn’t panic. All he had to 
do was to chose his shots and not waste ammunition. 
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The union forces were taunting Henry by retreating 
out of range, making faces, rebel yells and war hoops. 
Meanwhile another group would approach within range 
of another turret and wait for Henry to attack them. Then, 
they would do the same as Henry turned his attention on 
them. This strategy was causing Henry to waste much 
of his ammunition. He apparently wasn't expecting a cat 
and mouse attack. 

Meanwhile Vince saw four of the biggest union 
troopers headed for Henry’s door. And, not a second 
too soon, because Henry had just wiped out the last of 
the union forces attacking his rear. Now, he turned his 
attention to his front. Too late. The hundred pound ram 
hit the door with a violent bang. The door flew open. 
Henry managed to kill the four crosstie bearers before 
they could draw their weapons. However, General Taylor 
no longer had a loaded gun to fire. Now, Vince knew 
what to do. He calmly walked into the fortress and shot 
ole Henry in the butt while he was desperately trying to 
reload, and the war was over. 

Back in the garage during the clean up, Vince was 
at liberty to do as he pleased. Always an avid reader, he 
busied himself with “The Rules of War”. 

He asked Flat Stone as he passed, “What is this 
business about prohibiting the use of fire in these rules?” 

“Oh that? That was put in this year because we set 
Henry’s fort on fire last year.” 

“You mean you guys actually set Henry's fort on 
fire?” 

“Yeah. And it was working great until some fool 
called the fire department.” 
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“T guess you got him with brick bats the year before, 
eh?” 

“Sure did.” 

“I've been meaning to ask you something about 
Arthur King?” 

“O. K. shoot.” 

“Did Arthur King have anything to do with the 
Rubber Gun War?” 

“Where do you think the crossties came from?” 

Vince was left once again to wonder what kind 

of world he'd moved into. However, Vince’s parents 
expressed no such doubts. Never again was he to host 
such an event. Had it not been for the fact that his father 
was bed ridden, weak and ill Vince would have paid a 
much steeper price for his part in the war. In Ben Knight's 
mind, Vince's part in the affair was more evidence that 
his youngest son’s future was still heading in the wrong 
direction. 
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CHAPTER Q 
Arthurland 


THe RuBBER GUN WAR was over. The skating fad 
faded. To Vince’s great joy, these were replaced by the 
marble season. Marbles were Vince’s sport. In fact, back 
in Denton, marbles had been more than fun, they were 
a source of income for Vince. The unique thing about 
marbles was that it was the only game that kids could 
play “for keeps”. Vince was known as the human pin ball 
marble machine of Denton. Every marble that rolled 
there wound up in Vince Knight's pocket. One could 
buy marbles from Vince for half what the stores were 
charging. For the next few days Vince fell into the pattern 
of taking a couple of steelies, a favorite glass shooter and 
a few game marbles to school. Each afternoon he'd head 
home with pockets bulging. 

One morning it rained just enough to leave the school 
ground in perfect condition for marbles. Draw a ring and 
it would last for hours. By the time Vince was ready to 
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head for home his pockets were so stuffed that he had 
trouble throwing his leg over the cross bar of his bicycle. 
Peering homeward, he noticed a fight in progress. Robby 
Langley, one of the few boys in his class that treated him 
decently was getting the worst of it. Two bullies were 
pounding the peaceful Robby with fists and feet. Vince 
noticed that the school cat was sleeping nearby on a 
window ledge. The cat was apparently waiting patiently 
for sunset when the school mice come out to play. Vince 
tenderly removed the cat from his perch and cradled him 
snugly in his arm. And, with the cat purring profusely, 
the pair rolled toward the fight. 

One of the bullies was sitting astride Robert’s stomach; 
firmly holding the hapless boy’s out stretched arms. The 
other bully was kicking Robert’s upper torso. Vince and 
the school cat made a slight detour, and passed through 
a muddy low spot. Vince figured that this would make 
the upcoming impact a bit more interesting. Just as the 
bicycle’s front tire started up the back of the sitting bully, 
Vince flung the cat in the direction of the kicker. This 
combined action had the immediate effect of attracting 
both bullies’ attention. Vince was hoping to ride up 
and over the sitter’s back and continue on his way. But, 
alas the sitter rose in time to send Vince sprawling. This 
happenstance threw everyone into one unhappy pile. 

The cat was the first to remove himself. Robby 
departed next and was not seen again until the following 
day. The other three reached their collective feet at about 
the same time. All three were were muddy and somewhat 
confused. Both bullies had bloody ears. Both were 
apparently vulnerable to cat claws and bicycle sprockets. 
For Vince, the worst was yet to come. The bullies were 
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between him and his bike. Home was three blocks away. 
His pockets were filled with marbles. There was only one 
thing for Vince to do: Run. 

Running was not Vince's long suit. Several bouts with 
pneumonia has taken its toll on the boy's oxygen reserves. 
Once he reached the paved road Vince began unloading 
his pockets by tossing marbles over his shoulder. ‘This 
sent his pursuer’s feet in all directions and gave Vince a 
breather. Eventually his supply of marbles and oxygen 
both ran out. He knew he wasn’t going to make it home. 
Vince collapsed just as he crossed Jordan Street. Home 
was still more than a block away. When Vince awoke and 
realized that he was not injured he wondered if he'd been 
dreaming. 

“Tf ’m not hurt, what am I doing laying here on 
Jordan Street?” 

Vince looked around. He was alone. On his way 
home he spotted Jim Perkins and unloaded his story. 

“I really don't expect you to believe me. But, I just had 
to tell somebody. I’m not even sure I believe it myself.” 

“Oh, I believe every word you said. There aint no 
mystery to it.” 

“Listen I’ve got to get my bicycle back. I guess those 
guys are over there waiting for me.” 

“Oh no, they ain’. I can tell you that much. I'll go 
back over there with you if you're scared.” 

“Listen Jim. I’m in big trouble and you think its 
funny. I need to go home. I need to find out what's 
happened to my bicycle. I don't zackly appreciate all this 
double-talk.” 

“QO, K. Mr. Vince. Let me tell you something. I screwed 
up my share of things, but in this case I understand what 
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happened and why you're worried. But, I happen to know 
that you ain't got a problem.” 

“Well, why don’t you quit talking in circles before I 
decide to bust you in the mouth?” 

“You poor dummy. When you crossed Jordan heading 
toward Railroad Street, those guys knew you were from 
Arthurland. After Railroad Street there ain't no place else 
but the railroad yards. Bully or no bully, no kid living on 
this side of Greengate is going to mess around with one 
of Arthur King’s boys. So, run down to your house and 
tell your Mama that you left your bicycle over at school. 
Then get yourself back up here and we'll go over together 
and pick up your bike.” 
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CHAPTER IO 
Baseball Tele 


On Marcu, 1, 1940 new tenants moved into 
property that had been purchased two weeks earlier by 
Amanda Queen. That address was 1123 Railroad Street. 
The former owners were moving a great distance and 
decided to dispose of their furniture. Amanda was happy 
to accommodate them at a bargain price. The furniture 
stayed in place and 1123 Amanda rented fully furnished. 
The new tenants consisted of one man and four women; 
a sexual ratio that immediately sent rumors flying 
throughout the neighborhood. 

“Only riffraff rent furnished.” Is the way parents 
explained the situation to their children. From the outset, 
however, the tenants of 1123 kept to themselves and didn't 
seem to care what their neighbors were saying or doing. 
When juicy gossip, speculation and expectations failed to 
be supported by any visible signs of erotic behavior, the 
disappointed neighborhood gossips soon lost interest. 
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A spirit of mutual apathy returned to Railroad Street. 
But, when baseball fever arrived, that period of peaceful 
coexistence quickly came to a halt. 

For years the vacant lot on the corner of Southway and 
Railroad Street had served as the neighborhood's baseball 
diamond. Except for a couple of busted windows, there 
had never been any serious trouble. But, that remarkable 
era ended when the man of the house anchored two mean 
Dobermans to stakes he'd driven into the border of the 
ball field and 1123’s property line. Each evening, after the 
dogs were through with the stray balls they'd collected, 
the man at 1123 would appear and put what was left by 
the dogs in a shoe box and take them inside. This soon 
became a very serious situation. But, was it bad enough 
to involve Arthur King? The gang knew from painful 
experience that Arthur King didn’t react pleasantly to 
their trivial complaints. He expected the kids to settle 
those types of situations themselves. 

The ball players tried negotiating. For a short period 
diplomacy worked. When the man of the house was away 
one day, the gang's most tactful spokesperson managed 
to sweet-talk the ladies of the house into returning a 
shoe box filled with baseball remains. Friction tape and 
skill were used to return a few of the balls to playable 
condition. Then one day their negotiator came up empty. 
The man of the house had imposed a strict no baseball 
return policy. 

It turned out that Arthur King had all ready been 
studying the case. He speculated to himself, “Something 
crooked is going on in that house. Something bad enough 
maybe to put this guy and his harem in jail. Apparently 
that guy simply can’t allow those kids or anyone else to 
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peek in his windows and find out what’s going on in 
there.” 

Luck has a lot to do with leadership too. A break in 
the case came one night when Arthur and his locomotive 
crew was shifting box cars at the Greengate stockyard. 
King recognized a van as the one he‘ seen sitting idle 
in front of 1123. Now, here it was parked, all cozy like, 
back to back with a much newer van. Arthur could 
see what appeared to be clothing of some kind being 
hurriedly swapped between the two vehicles. As he 
watched, a box fell from one of the van’s tailgate. A strong 
swirling wind blew small objects in all directions as the 
box came tumbling down. Using flashlights, both of the 
van drivers spent the next couple of minutes recovering 
objects from the mud and crud. Five minutes later both 
vans were gone. Light from his railroad lantern helped 
Arthur uncover and retrieve two small strips of cloth that 
had been stepped on, abandoned and half buried in mud 
and cow manure. A rough job of cleaning gave Arthur 
a pretty good idea about the business that was going on 
inside 1123. 

Arthur King said to himself, “Cheap fur coats are 
taken to 1123 where those women remove the labels and 
replace them with expensive name brand ones.” 

A trip to the most exclusive department store in town 
later that day proved to Author that his assumption was 
likely true. He was told that he was in possession of two 
very expensive fur coat labels, When asked where he got 
the labels, Arthur answered, “Would you believe that 
they fell off a truck?” 

Before returning home, Arthur made a visit to the 
police station. There, he reported the incident of the 
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suspicious activity that led to his discovery of the two fur 
coat labels. He was pleasantly pleased to learn that the 
police were already aware that a fur smuggling ring was 
operating somewhere in the area and thanked Arthur for 
reporting the suspicious the actively. 

Early the very next day, Vince Knight and Flat Stone 
drew short straws and were thereby elected to present the 
ball team’s case to the King. Patience turned out to be the 
rewarder of both King and his subjects. 

The team envoys began by explaining to Arthur what 
they had done to date. They were happy to report that 
they had made some progress earlier, but now they didn’t 
know what to do. At best, Vince expected Arthur to 
suggest something else for them to try. Vince believed 
that their case was hopeless. He was thinking, “What can 
Arthur King or anyone do?” Vince was hoping for a lot, 
but expecting a little. 

“Dont worry guys, those people are gonna be 
moving out this Saturday. And, they won't be back. I 
want you guys to tell everybody in the neighborhood to 
be at the ball field Saturday morning. That’s when it’s 
gonna happen.” Arthur King said all of this in a calm and 
collected voice. That being said, Arthur King flipped his 
Lucky Strike into the yard and went inside and left the 
boys standing on his porch. 

“Wow!! Was Flat’s one word response. Vince’s reaction 
was an unspoken ‘wait and see’ grin. But the newest kid 
on the block was thinking, “At last, Vince Knight is 
gonna find out if there’s anything to this crazy Arthur 
land business!!” 
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The Eviction Notice 


THE FRONT PORCHES, YARDS and sidewalks of the 
1100 and 1200 blocks of Railroad Street had been swept 
several times during the early hours of Saturday, May 
10, 1940. Busy work. Rumor had it that the tenants 
in 1123 were going to be moving out today; a fact that 
was favored by both factions of the union controversy. By 
mutual consent, the ball field on the corner of Southway 
and Railroad Street was used for practice by both sides 
on alternating days. Saturday was normally game day. 
This day was the day that Railroad Street teams were 
scheduled to play against each other. This was high drama 
even without the rumors that something spectacular was 
about the happen. 

Game time. Tensions were running high. The first 
batter hit a line drive that rolled all the way to the 
underpinning of 1123. The dogs went crazy. Ground 
rule double. The game continued. Vince’s stomach was in 
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knots. While the coach was talking to his pitcher, Vince 
was keeping one eye toward Arthur King’s house and the 
other on the game. Suddenly he spotted Arthur King 
walking toward the ball field. Someone yelled, “Time 
out!” 

Everything on the field froze in place. All eyes were 
on Arthur King. The dogs picked up their barking tempo 
as Arthur approached the front door of 1123. The front 
door opened just a crack. 

“This letter was left at my house by mistake. It has 
your address on it.” 

Arthur told the man of the house. 

The man snatched the letter from Arthur’s hand. The 
front door was immediately slammed shut. Arthur King 
walked past the snarling beasts and soon arrived in right 
center field. Vince Knight was there to greet him. 

“What's going on?” I don’t see nothin’ happening.” 
Someone complained. 

“Patience, boys. The day ain't over yet, is it?” Arthur 
responded. 

“There he is!” Someone shouted. 

The man of the house was on the front porch of 
1123. Every eye in the neighborhood was looking in 
his direction. The harem director was pacing to and fro, 
obviously confused and distressed by all the attention 
being beamed in his direction. No one on the street 
flinched. The man of the house snatched a watch from 
his pocket and watched several seconds tick by. Then he 
noticed that dozens of men on the street were doing the 
same. That did it. Time was running out. It soon became 
evident that the tenants of 1123 were moving out. The 
place was suddenly a beehive of activity. The women were 
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throwing suitcases, bags and sundry items into the car 
while the man of the house was stuffing boxes and bags 
into the van. 

The dogs, which had caused all the havoc in the 
first place, were the last to be considered. The van was 
completely full. The women were gone. The man of the 
house’s last act was to make room in the crowded cab of 
his truck for the two smelly animals. As the van rounded 
the corner a cheer arose from the happy crowd. People 
began drifting toward the now abandoned 1123. A few 
aggressive people went inside. Soon that few were joined 
by the general population. There, among the debris, were 
plenty of souvenirs for the taking. It was magical moment; 
one in which the bitter feud dividing the neighborhood 
was forgotten. People who hadn't spoken to each other in 
years were talking as if nothing had ever happened. Most 
everyone, especially women, came away with something 
special from the house that was littered with remnants of 
silk and fur. Spools of thread, boxes of garment labels and 
fancy buttons were strewn throughout the house. The boys 
garnered several shoe boxes of baseballs. 

But the question of the day was yet to be answered. 
How did Arthur King managed to pull it off? Henry 
Taylor had hobbled his way to the ball field. Because of his 
handicap, Henry knew that no matter how obnoxious he 
became, Arthur King would not attack him physically. 

“Say Mr. hotshot,” Henry snapped, “Why don't 
you tell us how you frightened those poor people into 
leaving here is such a hurry. What did you say to that 


poor guy?” 
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“I told him that I found a letter address to him 
in my mailbox.” King answered in a calm voice, “I just 
handed him the letter and left. That’s all.” 

“Who was the letter addressed to?” 

“The outer envelope of the letter that I gave him was 
originally addressed to me.” 

“Sounds to me like you've been tampering with the 
UsSamails 

“No, I mailed that letter to myself. It was delivered to 
my house by the mailman on Thursday. When I opened 
it, I found another envelope inside. 

That envelope was address to the occupant of 1123 
Railroad Street.” 

“So youre admitting that you delivered a letter that 
you had written?” 

“Yep, that’s what I did.” 

“What did ‘your’ letter say?” 

“You've got one hour before we call the police.” 

“And who is ‘we’? 

“Here you go Henry. Here’s a carbon copy of the 
letter I gave to the man of the house.” 

Arthur King handed Henry an 8 X 10 sheet of paper. 
The words, “You've got one hour before we call the police” 
were indeed scrawled across the top of the page. Below 
that sentence were the signatures of more than a dozen of 
Henry Taylor's adult neighbors. 

Someone in the crowd yelled, “Let’s pay ball.” That 
argumenteasily carried the day. And, Vincent Knightknew 
that he was living in a real place called Arthurland. 
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CHAPTER 12 
Summer of 1940. 


BEN KNIGHT BELIEVED BASEBALL to be a waste of 
time. According to Ben, his one and only baseball game 
was a total disaster. That contest, as he often recalled it 
was played in a cow pasture and ended (for him at least) 
when he slid into what he thought was third base. Luckily 
for Vince, his mother had an open mind about the sport. 
Railroad Street could have been named Baseball Street. 
The street fielded four sandlot teams: Two ages sixteen 
and under and two adult teams. There was no such 
thing as “little” leagues in Greengate during those days. 
That did not mean that there was no baseball. So called 
sandlot games were scheduled on the fly and played in 
some pretty rough fields, but it was baseball. On Railroad 
Street, someone was playing catch, hitting grounders, and 
shagging fly balls from dawn to dusk. Vince inherited his 
team’s “box” when Pearly Payne moved away. 
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The so called “box” was moved to Vince’s back porch 
more for connivence than for any other reason. Vince's 
back door and pantry were never locked. That meant that 
the box was available to any one in the gang who needed 
equipment to use. The only requirement, like library 
books, there was a penalty for not returning them. Arthur 
King would make an occasional trip to the box and from 
there to the sports store. There he would purchase a piece 
of baseball paraphernalia, ostensibly for himself; but the 
new item always ended up in the box. 

Vince attended street parties where he was introduced 
to a game called spin the bottle. Spinning the bottle and 
having it stop while pointing at someone of the opposite 
sex was the object of the game. A stop on the same sex 
would cost the spinner his or her turn. A successful 
spinner would be entitled to a hug and a kiss. At most 
of these teen age affairs, the hugging and kissing was 
required to be done in the same room in the presence 
of all the players plus a responsible adult. At some more 
liberal homes, the hugging and kissing was done privately 
in a room with the door closed. In these cases, however, 
a very strict time limit was imposed. Nevertheless, the 
drama and emotional moments alone with a pretty girl 
in his arms and having their lips meet was a life changing 
experience for Vince. A whole new world of wonder 
opened to him. 

Dramatic changes were also happening at home. 
On warm spring days when the sun was shinning, Ben 
Knight discovered a way to loosen joints that had been 
frozen by arthritis. An elderly neighbor owned a small 
black chevrolet. Due to circumstances beyond its owners 
control, the car merely sat at the curb doing nothing. 
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Ben was given permission to “sit” in the car at any time 
of his choosing. There Ben would sit for hours; reading 
or sleeping, but always soaking up the ninety degree air 
around him. Ben had discovered a poor man’s equivalent 
of Hot Spings. 

Once the hot, humid summer days arrived they also 
began to work similar wonders. With the help of a cane 
and the city bus system, Ben Knight was out to vend his 
wares to a waiting public. During his recovery period, Ben 
sent away for free sample sales catalogs from a collection 
of magazines provided by friends and family. Soon he 
was getting more mail than the average congressman. He 
tried selling everything from sun glasses to umbrellas. This 
despite the fact that he was a far cry from the well dressed, 
handsome models of salesmanship. Ben's major asset was 
his fearlessness. Never mind that his clothes were several 
sizes too big and hung on his bones like a coat rack. He 
was soon making enough money to pay back the money 
he'd borrowed from his life insurance policy and brought 
his delinquent premium payments up to date. But, there 
was also a darker side to the Knight’s bright summer. 

While her husband’s health improved, Clara Knight's 
health was worsening. The heat that helped her husband 
was her undoing. Air conditioning for families of the 
Knights’ means was years away. Open windows and fans 
were state of the art during the steamy days and nights on 
Railroad Street. Unless there was a north westerly breeze, 
clothes were hung on makeshift hangers indoors to dry. 
At all other times, the humidity would not allow clothes 
to dry before becoming crusted with railroad soot. On 
rare days, however, when there was a stiff southeasterly 
breeze, Railroad Street would be soot free. On those days, 
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after soot crusted clothes lines had been wiped clean, 
every clothes line in the neighborhood was in use. ‘These 
soot free fresh air days were also offered the best chance 
of ending the street’s cold war. Sadly, howdy nods were 
seldom returned. 

Now, it was Clara’s turn to be bedridden. Major 
adjustments effecting the entire family had to be made. 
Married sisters took turns as substitute cooks, nurses and 
housekeepers. Doctor bills continued to mount. Finally, 
one of Clara’s doctors arranged for her to be taken to 
a state owned tubercular sanatorium in the Southern 
part of the state. While it was never been proven that 
Clara had an active case of tuberculosis, fresh sterile air 
to replace the soot laden fallout from the nearby railroad 
shops, tobacco processing plants and cotton mills made 
sense. It was a sad parting and many tears were shed. But, 
that sad parting was not the first unsettling event in the 
life of the Knight's, and it wouldn't be their last. 

In fact, within minutes of Clara’s departure, David 
Lamar was asking Ben Knight for permission to marry his 
only single daughter. David Lamar was a young widower 
with two small children. He told Ben that he needed a 
wife. 

“I don’t give a picayune whether you need a wife or 
not. All I want to know is do you love my daughter?” 

“Yes sir, I most certainly do love her.” 

“In that case, I suggest that you two get hitched as 
soon as possible. And, don’t say anything to her brothers 
and sisters. I think it’s best if you surprise them. Mollie 
told her mother about you two, and Clara approves. 
That's good enough for me.” 
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Within a week, Mollie was gone. Vince and his father 
were alone. And, Vince Knight's rite of passage began in 


earnest. 


59 


CHAPTER 13 
The Pop Bottles 


HARRISON'S GROCERY HAD BEEN a fixture in the 
Railroad Street neighborhood for forty years. Clarence 
Tilly worked for there twenty of those years. When Mr. 
Sullivan retired during the mid thirties, Clarence bought 
the place from his boss. Well, sort of. In the summer of 
1940 Emit Sullivan was still holding a hefty mortgage 
on the store. The only thing going for Clarence was hard 
work and the desire to some day own the store outright. 
That summer, just when Tilly was beginning to believe 
that he was going to make it, a rich Texan built the 
second so called “Super Market” in the city of Greengate. 
There had been an A & P store in town for several years, 
but it was far away and didn’t sell groceries on credit. 
Texas Pete’s Place was two short blocks from Harrison’s. 
Shortly after the grand opening of Texas Pete’s, Clarence 
began to feel the pinch. His customers were using all of 
their cash to buy from Pete and charging everything else 
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they needed at Tilly’s. None of this had registered with 
Vince who had other things on his mind. But, that too 
was about to change. 

One means of income for kids of Vince’s statue was 
to scour the towns alleys, gutters and railroad tracks for 
discarded pop bottles. Vince would take his red flyer 
wagon and stay on the job until he'd collected a wagon 
full which amounted to twenty five bottles. Grocers such 
as Harrison’s would redeem the bottles for two cents each 
which in turn would be traded for credit to the soft drink 
bottlers. Ten cents for Sunday School and forty more for 
a movie, Pepsi and popcorn. If Vince had only known 
what Tilly was planning to do to the next boy wanting 
to redeem a wagon load of profitless bottles, he would 
have taken his elsewhere. Clarence Tilly was having an 
especially bad day. A blown fuse overnight had left him 
with a meat case full of questionable meat. The chicken 
and egg man called in and told him that he was running 
a day late and wouldn't see him until tomorrow. ‘This 
forced Tilly to buy from competitors to cover his orders. 
Another non profit deal. 

Vince should have taken a clue from Clarence Tilly's 
mood. When Vince announced to him that he had 
twenty five bottles to redeem. Tilly snapped at him. “T'll 
meet you out back after I close the store.” Closing time 
was fifteen minutes away. An uneasiness came over Vince 
as he waited in the smelly shed where he was actually 
smelling a rat; a dead one. Several times during his 
seemingly endless wait he was tempted to leave. But, 
Vince had been taught not to run every time he smelled 
trouble. Vince’s father had taught him precious little else, 
but he had instilled in him a fighters tenacity. He smelled 
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trouble. But, he waited. And waited. All this while, 
Clarence Tilly was also hoping that Vince would not be 
waiting out back for him. Clarence knew full well that 
the meanness welling up in him was evil. But, the sight 
of the boy waiting with his profitless pop bottles simply 
pushed him over the edge. His resolve to carry out his 
evil plan ebbed and flowed. It was amazing. This whole 
rotten, complicated scheme had appeared to him in its 
entirety down to the last detail in an instant. He knew 
exactly what he was going to say and how he was going 
to say it. It was if it had already happened and he was 
looking. He was looking back to the future. 

“Why should I do this to that poor boy? But, 
somebody's been stealing my bottles at night. He could 
be the one. Yes, yes, he’s probably the one. If he isn’t, 
he knows who’s doing it. It’s the same thing. I can’t sit 
around and wait for God or the devil to settle all my 
problems. This is something I have to do.” 

A wave of nausea flooded over Clarence as he locked 
the side door. He held onto the jamb to keep from falling. 
But, a new, stronger resolve took charge of his senses as he 
looked over the neighborhood where his customers and 
purse strings lay. He walked forcibly toward the waiting 
boy. 

Vince was pointing to the body of the wagon, 
wordlessly indicating, “there they are.” Matching Vince’s 
taciturn mode, Tilly began by silently appraising the 
boy’s merchandise. The late afternoon sun drew huge 
drops of sweat onto Tilly’s bald spot as he bent over the 
wagon. Vince felt empathy for the figure bending before 
him. During his few months on the street Vince had 
not missed the physical changes in Clarence. The lost 
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weight was evident from the slack in his britches. There 
was a pallor of illness about his countenance, too. The 
worrisome wait was forgotten as Vince noticed that he 
could have stuck a fist in the empty space at the heel 
of Tilly shoes. His anxiety over, Vince had decided to 
be especially nice to the man. But, even before Vince 
was able to translate these thoughts into kindness, Tilly 
snapped, “Why did you steal my bottles?” 

Half lost in thought, Vince did not respond until the 
question was repeated. By then he was too stunned to 
reply. 

“See right here,” Clarence roared, “these bottles have 
my mark on them, these bottles came from right here in 
my shed.” 

Tilly was holding an RC bottle and was pointing to 
an invisible mark of some sort. 

“You can’t be serious Mister Tilly.” Vince managed 
to murmur. 

“l’ve never been more serious in my life. You little 
punk, I knew somebody was stealing my bottles and 
now, see, I’ve caught you.” 

Clarence’s voice was now filled with venom and hate. 
“See, see, see”, he kept repeating as if repetition would 
somehow prove his point and convince the boy ofhis guilt. 
Tilly bent down and selected another sample bottle. ‘This 
time his head was red, the blood having rushed into the 
vacuum left by his loss of senses. Vince was holding the 
RC bottle. Tilly had passed it him to examine. But, Vince 
wasn't in the mood for games and found a more practical 
use for the robust bottle. He cracked Clarence Tilly across 
the center of his rosy bald spot with considerable force 
and then ran to beat hell. 
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Vince ran until his sides ached. The raw instinct of 
self preservation was in control of his locomotion. Finally 
he stopped and began to take stock of his situation. 

He told himself, “Running will do me no good unless 
I have some place to run to. I just gotta go back. Maybe 
I’ve killed him. Maybe he’s lying there bleeding to death. 
Nobody will find him until morning.” 

With great trepidation, the frightened boy slowly 
made his way back toward the dreaded scene. His legs were 
shaking so that he could hardly walk. He tried running 
for a spell. When he rounded the corner of Jordan he 
could see the store. There was no crowd. No police in 
sight. Only silence. Yet the horror of what he expected to 
see was sending repressed screams throughout his aching 
body. Tears rolled down his face as he pictured Tilly lying 
dead in a pool of blood. I can’t go around there. I’ll have 
to find somebody to go with me. But, just as total hysteria 
was about to overwhelm the boy, he noticed that Tilly's 
truck was gone. 

Relief and hope surged through Vince’s body. Now, 
he could hardly help from shouting with joy. Never in 
so few seconds of his life had so many emotions been 
packed into one small bit of time and space. When his 
thought mechanism began working again, he realized that 
his ordeal was likely far from over. Carefully, deliberately 
now, Vince headed for Tilly’s storage shed. He tried 
whistling, but no sound came from his lips. A couple 
of late afternoon ball players chatted as they rode by on 
bicycles. Birds were having a noisy time getting settled 
in a nearby maple tree. Somewhere a switch engine was 


huffing and puffing. Steel was banging on steel as box 
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cars were being coupled in the nearby marshaling yards. 
But, Vince’s heartbeat was louder that any of those. 

After what seemed an eternity, Vince reached the shed. 
Now only flies, searching for syrup dregs moved around 
the silent, smelly place. Vince could see that his wagon 
had been emptied. Then he spotted a plain envelope 
lying in his otherwise empty space left by the missing 
bottles. The envelope was heavier than paper. Inside the 
unsealed envelope he found a fifty cent piece wrapped in 
what appeared to be a note. Vince would have to move 
to the light before learning what, if anything, Tilly had 
written there. 

There was nothing left to do but go home. And, 
with his empty wagon rattling behind, the boy headed 
that way. Vince reported to his father that he was late 
because he had stopped to sell a load of pop bottles he'd 
collected. 

“Mr. Tilly gave me fifty cents for my twenty five 
bottles.” he said, “but I had to wait until he closed the 
store before he would count them and pay me.” 

“Good boy, There’s always money to made if you're 
willing to work for it. There’s some soup, chicken, corn 
bread and cake in the kitchen that your sister Ida bought 
over today. I’m going to bed.” 

“Good night Papa.” Vince rushed to his room and 
read the note. It read, “Thanks for knocking some sense 
into my hard head. I’ll tell everybody that something fell 
on my head. I can keep a secret if you can. I don't believe 
either one of us want to be the one to tell your father 
what actually happened. Your friend, Clarence Tilly. 
Please destroy this note. Nobody but you and I could 
understand it, anyway.” 
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Vince burned Tilly's note and ate his supper alone. 
Well not exactly. During his prayer, Vince told God that 
he was going to put a quarter in the collection plate on 


Sunday. 
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CHAPTER 14 
The Day Laborers 


VINCE READ AN AUGUST 1940 newspaper article that 
gave him an idea. The article had to do with the upcoming 
Labor Day. But it also included a discussion about the vast 
changes then occurring in the labor market in America. 
The war in Europe and Asia was creating millions of 
jobs in this country. Americans were manufacturing 
war materials on an unprecedented scale. Additionally, 
there was a tremendous surge in the the business of 
transporting these supplies to friendly nations abroad. 
Shipyards, railroads and war factories were offering good 
jobs at high wages. As a consequence, labor supply in 
Greengate was suddenly in short supply. 

“Aha, that what I was hoping to see.” Vince said to 
himself, while stuffing the torn clip containing the phone 
number of the local employment office into his shirt 


pocket. 
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Ben Knight was seldom at home, telling Vince that 
he was “out making hay while the sun was still shining”, 
and suggested that he do the same. 

Following the semi-retirement of his former leader 
Arthur King, Vince was beginning to fill that void. That 
day it was even too hot to play baseball. Jim Perkins, 
Flat Stone and Slim Bridges were hanging out under the 
big tree in Vince’s yard, hoping that Vince would find 
something exciting for them to do. Vince decided that 
now was the time to test his leadership skills. 

“How would you guys like to make some money?” 
Vince asked. 

“Now, you're talking,” they answered so quickly that 
their voices were falling over each other. 

“Come on let’s go to your house Flat, I want to make 
a phone call. I'll show you how easy it is to get us a good 
job making good money.” 

Minutes later, Vince gave the operator the number of 
the Greengate Employment Office. An agent answered 
on the second ring. 

“Do you by any chance need four day laborers 
tomorrow?” 

Things were much simpler then. There we no messy 
forms to fill out, no background checks and no waiting 
period. Vince was immediately told that a Mr. Dudley 
would pick up his four day laborers at five-thirty the next 
morning. 

Mr. Dudley arrived precisely on time. His ancient 
pickup truck came to a squealing stop under the big tree 
where he'd spotted four boys milling around. There was 
no one else in sight. The boys presented the old man with 
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a puzzle. Did they get up this early? They've been up all 
night was a more likely answer. 

“Say,” he shouted over the grinding, wheezing sound 
of his engine, “Any of you boys seen my four day laborers 
around here?” 

“Are you Mr. Dudley?” Vince asked in return. 

“Why yes---er--yes son----er how did you come by 
my name?” 

Mr. Dudley already realized that things were not as 
they should be. 

“Because we're your day laborers, that’s how.” 

Further words were not necessary. The mystery was 
solved. Mr. Dudley knew the whole story now. The boys 
had passed themselves offas day laborers. He climbed down 
out of the cab. The life of a farmer is very unpredictable- 
---even when it comes to hiring day laborers. There was 
no need to hurry now. The Employment office would not 
be open for the next several hours, and what then? Thus 
Mr. Dudley began to apply his experience at examining 
horse flesh to his current predicament. Jim Perkins was 
the smallest, but he looked healthy enough. Flat Stone 
was the largest and softest. Slim Bridges was probably the 
youngest, but appeared to be the toughest. Vince was the 
obvious leader and mastermind of the group. “That boy” 
he figured, “is the one who needs to be taught a lesson”. 
Meanwhile Jim Perkins was pawing the sidewalk like a 
jackass. The inspection ended and the old man climbed 
back into the cab without saying a word. They waited. 
It may have been an involuntary tic or muscle spasm of 
some sort, but somehow a signal passed between them. 
So, amid caustic fertilizer sacks, kegs of nails, cans of axle 


69 


William M. Davenport 


grease, and an assortment of hand tools and plow points, 
the four day laborers left the sleeping city. 

It was going to be a scorching day, the likes of which 
the Greengate Chamber of Commerce never mentions. 
But, there in the artificially stirred early morning air and 
separated as they were from their compartmentalized 
employer, life was pleasant enough. 

The city’s environs slowly gave way to stretches of 
woods and open farm land, pastures, fields and ponds. 
Beneath them now, the modern paved roads became 
less and less so. Soon, they were coursing a lumpy path 
of barely discernible wheel ruts. Before stopping they 
bounced across row upon row where tobacco had recently 
been harvested. When the truck stopped, its engine 
coughed on ostentatiously for several seconds before it 
too was absorbed into the gloomy silence of the place. 
The flat, barren landscape stretched like an artist’s canvas 
in all directions. The far distant horizon was framed by 
a slightly darker border of pine, white oak, hickory and 
sweet gum trees. The old truck stopped near an ugly man 
made structure that was shaped like a twenty foot cube 
with a dirt bottom and open sky for its top. Its wooden 
sides had been completely covered with tar paper. The 
boys recognized it as the makings of a flue curing tobacco 
barn. In the stillness, Vince could feel the early morning 
sun nipping at the nape of his neck, an omen of much 
more to come. 

“Well boys---ah---pardon me----I mean men, this 
heah’s it.”. Mr. Dudley was trying to be as cheerful as 
possible. 
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Apparently, “this heah’s it” didn’t adequately describe 
their location to Jim who asked. “Where in the world are 
we?” 

“Judging by the look of the place, I think we're just 
about a mile from hell.” Flat surmised. 

Ignoring his day laborers discussion, Mr. Dudley 
asked, “Any of you men ever handled tier poles before?” 
He was pointing to a pile of wooden beams about the 
size of telephone poles, each long enough to reach across 
a twenty foot span. 

“No sir.” was their collective answer. 

Tier poles were rafters from which sticks laden with 
green tobacco were to be hung for curing. The poles were 
spaced in rows and columns. 

The five rows would be set at three foot intervals 
between six feet off the dirt floor to the eighteen foot 
level. These corresponding rows would be arranged in 
columns spaced five feet apart. So located, the twenty 
five tier poles formed a matrix of poles used to hang 
wooden sticks loaded with green tobacco for curing. 
Installing twenty tier poles by hand on a hot summer day 
is a daunting task for day laborers, and more especially 
for fake day laborers. 

“Well handling these heah poles gonna be man’s 
work. I’m afeared you boys are gonna wish you wuz 
back home before you get there tonight. But, hit’s too 
late to cry about that, now. Daylights a’wastin’.” 

By nine that morning the five had spiked the lowest 
row of poles into place. It was a back breaking job, with 
nothing more than shaky ladders and hand blistering 
ropes to help them. Both the boys and their employer 
were spent. 
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Mr. Dudley called, “Break time.” 

Their work would be easier from here out. Rough 
planks could be used to make a temporary floor from 
that they could move up with each new level until the 
reached the topmost tier. The starving boys polished off 
their lunch during the break. 

That day would have been perfect for curing tobacco. 
But, tobacco curing season was over. Nevertheless, it was 
also a day for curing humans. The advantage that the 
tier makers had envisioned was more than offset by the 
prodigal sun. No roof. The roof would have made the 
barn so dark that they would have been required to work 
by lantern light. 

Now, the lack of shade and the presence of four heat 
absorbing tar papered walls had turned their workplace 
into an inferno. And, Flat Stone’s prediction of being 
close to hell was now a reality. 

At noon, more zombies than boys, the quartet went 
from one inferno into another. The truck bed was now 
hotter than the inside of the topless barn. They were 
forced to insulate their tender hides with coarse caustic 
burlap bags. Luckily, the truck seem as anxious as they 
were to get away. For the first part of their ride, the boys 
were oblivious to the punishing bounces, but as they 
neared the woods without slowing the boys developed a 
corporate level of concern. 

“We're going through a dry car wash.” Slim 
suggested. 

“It aint dry no more, I just wet my pants.” Jim 
shouted. 

“Look you guys. Yonders the river.” 
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Even before the truck stopped, all four were in the 
water. Joy! Relief! Happiness! Their joy was complete 
when Mr. D. announced that he had enough food to 
feed them all. After they had eaten, their employer settled 
back under a huge oak to take a nap. But, before doing 
so, he admonished the quartet to wake him up at two 
p-m., and not a minute later. Promises were made. But 
to make sure, he rewound his pocket watch and laid it on 
the now empty lunch box beside him. Before dismissing 
them he made sure that each of them knew how to read 
his watch properly and that each of them knew exactly 
where it was. 

While Mr. D. snored peacefully, the boys swam and 
played in the cool river. Hungry again, the boys invaded 
an unguarded watermelon patch across the river. Further 
on they ate plums, wild grapes and peaches until they 
were stuffed. “From hell to the Garden of Eden in one 
day.” Jim quipped. 

Now, the sated boys also needed a nap. Consequently, 
they crossed the river again and joined their slumbering 
boss in Neptune’s bosom. At four o’ckock they were 
rudely awakened. The old man was using words that none 
of them understood, but the watch face dangling before 
Vince’s bleary eyes clearly said five minutes past four. 

The boys were stampeded back into the truck and 
propelled at perilous speed back through the dry car 
wash. They thanked the Lord when they saw their 
dreaded work place for the second time. While they were 
thanking the Lord for saving them, they shot past the 
unfinished job site without slowing. Faster. Soon, they 
were only touching the truck bed now and then. The old 
man was trying to kill himself and them too; especially 
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them. Finally, however, the old truck rattled to a stop. 
The shell shocked boys looked and found themselves 
amid the idyllic surrounding of a beautiful farmstead. 

“See that wagon load of hay over yonder?” Mr. D. had 
calmed down. Now, his tone was soothing, and fatherly. 

“Yes sir, we see it.” 

“You boys throw that hay up into that loft door up 
yonder over the big barn door.” 

“Yes sir, we can do that.” they answered. 

“I'm gonna go gather up my tools and run to the store 
for a minute. ’ll be back before you guys get through 
with that little job and we'll call it quits. O. K.?” 

“Yes Sir.” Their yes sirs were getting louder. 

Mr. D. was soon nothing but a cloud of dust. 

“Shucks old man,” Slim spouted, “We’uns will have 
dis little job done in no time. Long before yaw'l get 
back.” 

“Not so fast guys, let’s get the job done first and then 
we can crow about it.” Vince suggested. 

“Slim you pitch, and Jim you throw it back. The 
other two of us will rest until you get tired. Then we'll 
switch.” And, so it began. 

An hour passed. No Mr. Dudley. Even worse, there 
seemed to be more hay on the wagon than when the 
old man left them. Sweat, dirt, hay and dust mingled 
with pure gall. Then things got worse. Mr. D. returned 
and was sitting in the shade of a tree, drinking a Pepsi. 
Relief of any kind became harder and harder to come 
by, especially from the supposed relief men. Rest period 
deteriorated into quarrels and fist fights. It was almost 
pitch dark when Vince pitched up the last straw. 
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Mr. Dudley poured them out under the big tree 
on Railroad Street where he'd found them many hours 
earlier. He opened his fat wallet and fingered through 
what appeared to the boys to be a fortune. Finally he 
passed new five dollar bills to each of them. 

“See you boys----er---ah mean men at the same time 
in the morning.” 

The next morning at precisely five thirty, Vince heard 
the old pickups breaks squealing out front by the big tree. 
The engine coughed and died. 

“Any of you boys by any chance seen my four day 
laborers around heah.?” 

“Yes sir, we are your day laborers.” Vilas Moore 
answered. 

Silence. Vince knew that the boys were milling around 
like jackasses now. Finally he heard them scrambling 
into the back of the truck amid the nail kegs and caustic 
fertilizer sacks. He could hear plow points being thrown 
around to make room to sit. Soon the old truck’s engine 
came to life. “Yes Siree,” Vince thought as he dropped off 
to sleep, “this experience is going to do those four guys a 


world of good.” 
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CHAPTER I5 
The Radio 


THE SUMMER OF 1940 was over. School had started, 
an event that was playing havoc with Vince's ball playing 
time. When Vince came home to discover that his father 
was elsewhere, he grabbed his ball glove and headed for 
the game that was already in progress on the corner lot. 
As he rounded the corner of his house, he spied Arthur 
King. Arthur usually slept until this time of day and 
often relaxed on the bench under the tree where he could 
smoke and relax. Now, he was smoking his usual Lucky 
Strike and reading a newspaper. Vince was hoping to say 
a quick hello and goodbye. Any fool could see that a boy 
with a baseball glove had business elsewhere. And, Arthur 
King was no fool. But, as he rushed by, Arthur spoke. 

“I want you to take my bike and go to Riley's music 
store and buy two records for me.” 

“I don't know where that music store is.” Vince 
complained. 
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“Its that way.” Arthur answered, pointing in the 
general direction of downtown. “Wait here while I go get 
you some money.” 

With that, Arthur King disappeared into his house. 

Vince had never seen a wireless portable radio. No 
sound was coming from the one on the bench, so he 
picked it up and was fumbling for someway to turn the 
thing on when it spoke to him. 

“Tl be out in a couple of minutes, I’m just turning 
this stack of records over right now,” Arthur announced. 

Vince dropped the radio, but managed to catch it in 
mid air before it hit the ground. He sat the frightening 
gadget down and jumped away from the bench as Arthur 
emerged with an envelope containing money and record 
titles. No ball game for Vince now. 

When he returned, Arthur King was not in sight. As 
Vince knocked on the King’s front door, he could hear 
orchestra music coming from inside. Arthur opened the 
door and motioned for the boy to enter. The room in 
which Vince found himself looked more like a record 
shop than the one he had just left. Stacks of record were 
everywhere. The room was filled with sound. Arthur took 
the package from Vince and immediately placed the new 
records onto a turntable. A second stack spinning nearby 
was obviously producing the music he was hearing. 
Vince, awed by his surroundings, stood zombi-like while 
Arthur unplugged a radio and placed it in his hands. 
Vince was in shock. He was standing in the middle of a 
home made radio station. His head was spinning along 
with the phonograph records he was seeing. 
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“Take this home and plug it in right away. It will 
keep on playing these records as long as you don’t move 
the dial.” 

“Take it to my house?” 

“Yep, its yours.” King said, not so gently pushing the 
startled kid toward the front door. 

“I don't know what to say.” 

“Then why don't you try saying nothing.” King 
suggested. 

“What'll I tell Papa? He'll never believe that somebody 
gave me a radio.” 

“Tell him it was the lunatic next door who gave it to 
you, and he'll probably believe you.” 

“O.K., but I still don’t think he’s gonna like it.” 

“Will you just get the hell outta here and go home. 
Or don’t you know the way?” 

“T’m going, I’m going.” 

As King ushered Vince out, he said, “As soon as you 
get the radio plugged in and playing, come back here.” 

“T was still hoping I could get to the ball field before 
dark.” 

With that comment, Vince crossed the line. He was 
grabbed by the seat of his pants and the nape of his neck. 
He knew what was coming. Arthur King tossed boy, radio 
and all over the banister and into the shrubbery below. 

“Now get the hell home and get back over here before 
I get upset with you. We need to talk.” 


78 


CHAPTER 16 
The Talk 


VINCE WAS HAPPY ABOUT the radio. But, he wasn't 
thrilled with the prospects of having a talk with Arthur 
King. Having a talk with Arthur King had an ominous 
overtone. It took Vince several minutes to find a socket 
for the radio’s plug. Depression age people owned very 
few appliances and there was little incentive for home 
builders to waste money on wiring wall sockets. After 
a bit of ingenuity, a place for the connection was finally 
rigged. Instead of the expected dance band music, the 
voice of Arthur King could be heard reminding Vince 
that he was waiting. A minute later he joined Arthur 
King on the bench under the big tree. 

“I’ve been wondering about you,” Arthur began, 
“The way you're been acting lately tells me that we need 
to have a little talk.” 

“What do you mean about how I’ve been acting 


lately?” 


79 


William M. Davenport 


“That’s for me to know and you to wonder about, 
but I thought I ought tell you what happened after you 
slugged Clarence Tilly over the head and left him for 
dead behind his store.” 

Vince was staggered. The verbal blow sent the boy 
reeling. His knees turned to rubber and his face was 
immediately drained of his normally healthy color. 

“I was at store when you came in and told Tilly that 
you had a wagon load of bottles outside.” 

“Yeah, I remember seeing you at the store that day.” 

“Just before you came in, Mr. Tilly was telling me that 
somebody had been stealing pop bottles from his shed 
out back. He also said he'd figured out a way to catch the 
thief. Tilly looked mad and was talking bad. I knew you 
were about to deal with him alone, so, I decided that I’d 
better keep an eye on the situation.” 

“What did you do?” 

“T sat right here on this bench and watched the front 
door of the store. When the last customer left and I saw 
Tilly lock the door, I figured you might be in trouble. 
By the time I got along the side of the shed out back, I 
could hear Tilly rattlin’ off about finding his secret mark 
on one of your bottles. When I heard that, I believed that 
he'd marked all his bottles in some way. I had no way of 
knowing if you had stolen his bottles or not. The one 
thing that I did know at that time that you were in big 
trouble.” 

“When you heard him say that, why didn’t you come 
and see for yourself?” 

“It was your problem. It was between you and Mr. 
Tilly. So, I waited to hear what you had to say. I had no 
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reason to believe that Mr. Tilly wasn’t telling the truth. I 
was thinking that maybe you had stolen his bottles.” 

“What made you think that?” 

“I had no reason to think that Mr. Tilly was lying. 
And, I had no reason to think you were a thief. I was 
waiting to hear what you had to say for yourself, that’s 
about it.” Arthur admitted. 

“Let me tell you something. I walked a hundred 
miles to collect them bottles. And, I didn’t appreciate 
being accused of stealin’ em. And, I don’t appreciate you 
thinking the same.” 

“Now just calm down. I’m not through yet. Just shut 
up and listen, O.K.2”. Arthur King asked. Vince could 
telll that he was losing his patience. Vince swallowed hard 
and nodded. Arthur continued. “Suddenly things got 
very quiet. So, I went to see why. I found Mr. Tilly laying 
in a pool of blood, knocked out cold as a cucumber. The 
back door of the store was open, so I grabbed a towel out 
the toilet and wet a paper towel and began to clean him 
up. Mr. Tilly came to about that time, and boy was he 
mad. 

“Help me to my feet, I’m calling the police on that 
young punk.” he yelled. 

“I told Tilly that he could call the police, but, before 
he did he needed to show me the secret marks on the 
bottles in your wagon.” 

He said, “Why don’t you stay out of this. This in none 
of your business. This is between me and that kid.” 

“It’s no use Mr. Tilly,” I told him, “I heard you tell the 
boy that he had stolen the bottles in his wagon from your 
shed. You told him that they all had your secret mark 
on them. I don’t think you want me to tell the police 
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what you said. Do you? And, if you don’t show me your 
secret mark, I’m taking this wagon, bottles and all, home 
with me. That way if it comes to it, you'll have to show 
both me and the police your secret marks. I’m not here to 
argue with you. Go ahead and call the police if you want 
to. You aren't seriously hurt. And what youre fixin’ to do 
to that kid could ruin that kid for life. I’m telling you 
straight out, that ain't gonna happen.” 

Mr. Tilly said, “What do you expect me to do. 
Let the brat go scott free for striking me with a deadly 
weapon.?” 

“The kid’s not gonna go free. He’s already suffered 
much more than you have. The thing for you to do is 
come to your senses. Be a man. Pay the kid for his bottles. 
Learn from this experience. I'll see that the boy doesn’t 
cause you any trouble. And, neither will I. Give me fifty 
cents. Finish locking up and go on home. Tell everybody 
that you had an accident. I'll take care of things here. 
Before he left, Mr. Tilly thanked me for making him see 
the evil of his ways. He gave me fifty a cent piece and 
drove away. I put the coin and a note in the envelope you 
found in your wagon. I guess that’s about it.” 

Vince said, “I was scared to death. I thought I had 
killed him. I didn’t know that you were listening. I knew 
no one would have believed my story. Why didn’t tell 
me all of this sooner? I got back to the store in twenty 
minutes or less. You could have told me then.” 

“I wasnt gonna tell you at all, but after thinking 
about it, I thought you ought to know what actually 
happened. I didn’t want you to go through life thinking 
that God forgave you and put all the blame on poor Mr. 
Tilly. He's really not a bad guy. He’s just been having a 


82 


There is a Way 


hard time lately. That big Texas Pete store has taken half 
his business. And, I guess somebody has been stealing his 
bottles. There was nothing he could do about Texas Pete, 
but he figured he could trick you into confessing that 
youd stolen his bottles. And, the poor man was wrong 
about that, too. Mr. Tilly and I had a long talk later. He's 
not mad at you and he doesn’t blame you for conking 
him over the head. Mr. Tillys’ forgiven you. I’m not so 
sure about you. I’ll bet you haven't been in Tilly’s store 
since this happened. Is that right?” 

“No I haven't.” 

“Well, you can’t stay away forever. Tilly’s store is big 
part of this neighborhood. Everybody around here goes 
to Tilly’. People are gonna be asking questions. You 
need to shake hands with the man. What Mr. Tilly did 
was wrong, but you can’t go around knocking people in 
the head and leave them for dead every time somebody 
accuses you of something.” 

“Well, I gave half of my bottle money to the church 
that Sunday. Ain’t that repenting enough?” 

“Nope. that was a good thing to do. But, God dont 
need your money. But, poor Mr. Tilly could sure use 
another friend right now. He feels real bad about the way 
he treated you. You outta go over there and ask him to 
shake hands with you right now!” 

“If you say so, I don’t see why not.” Vince answered. 

Vince was feeling his oats. He'd stood up for himself 
and won, with maybe a little help from Arthur King, of 
course. While they were walking toward the store, Vince 
suddenly said, 

“You wanted to talk to me. And, now I’m glad that 
you did. But, now, I want to have a little talk with you.” 
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“Go ahead, shoot.” King answered. 

“Why do you hate the Queens so much?” 

Arthur King grabbed Vince by his shirt and lifted him. 
When the two were eye to eye, Vince did not flinch. 

“That's a long story and none of your business.” King 
answered. 

“Me selling bottles to Mr. Tilly was none of your 
business either, but you made it yours didn’t you? I know 
now that you didn’t mean any harm. And, I don’t mean 
no harm either.” 

Arthur let the boy down and said, “Thanks for your 
offer to help, but believe me there’s nothing you can do 
about the me and the Queens.” 

“OK. I just thought I'd ask. Are me and you still 
friends?” Vince asked. 

“Sure we are. How about you and Mr. Tilly?” King 
returned. 

“Yeah, we're still friends, too.” Vince answered. 

“O.K., let’s go tell Mr. Tilly that. He could use 
another friend right now.” 

Vince's reconciliation with Mr. Tilly took place on 
September 5, 1940 in a small corner grocer on the corner 
of Railroad and Hill. One day later, the Congress of the 
United States passed the first ever peace time conscription 
bill in America. That law required that all men between 
the ages twenty-one and thirty five register for the draft. 
This included Kings, Queens, and Knights and meant 
that when they were called they would be playing on the 
same team. 
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Tombstones 


FRESHMAN VINCE KNIGHT JOINED several other 
teens from Railroad Street as they walked to opening 
day at Greengate High School. Once there, Vince was 
somewhat overwhelmed by the experience but was 
holding his own until he was singled out by being called 
to the office during his math class. ‘Ten minutes later, his 
bare breast was pressed against a cold x-ray machine. He 
was soon ushered into a room where he found several 
stoic witnesses dressed from head to toe in white staring 
at him. Finally, one of them removed his white mask and 
spoke to the shivering boy. 

“We have just received word that your mother may 
have a full blown case of tuberculosis. However, you will 
be allowed to return to your classes. Furthermore, you are 
to come here to this clinic sometime during the first week 
of each month until we tell you otherwise. Is that clear?” 

“Yes sir.” 
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“The school nurse will take you back to your class 
now.” 

The word that a leper of sorts was among them spread 
like wildfire among the students of Greengate High. As 
fall months dragged by, Vince was left out of everything 
that was anything at school. He was forced to endure 
the hell of being isolated and alone. Knowing this, every 
one in Vince's family tried to be extra good to him at 
Christmas. Vince received gifts that cost more than their 
givers could afford. He was their baby brother, and they 
all wanted a better life for him than they had known. 
Vince knew that this was not the first time his siblings 
had come to his aid. In turn, each had sacrificed his or 
her own future to see that baby brother and parents were 
cared for. Sensing their love gave Vince a new resolve to 
succeed for them. 

Meanwhile Ben Knight was desperate. Arthritis, sleet, 
rain, snow and the winter wind were keeping him at home. 
He guessed correctly that his older children were making 
plans to relocate him and Vince. With Vince in school 
all day, Ben incapacitated, doctor bills, rent to pay, meals 
to be prepared and delivered each day; something had to 
be done. Ben Knight asked for and was granted another 
month. His first act during his borrowed time was to cast 
a penny post card into the murky sea of commerce. That 
copper penny was his very last bit of bait. 

The fish that he caught in return was a whopper. On 
page one of the catalog which came in response to his 
investment he read. 

“IF YOU DON’T HAVE A TELEPHONE, GET 
ONE. YOUR VOICE CAN SELL YOU DON’T 
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NEED TO LEAVE THE COMFORT OF YOUR 
OWN HOME” 

Ben Knight pitched that phone argument to each 
of his children. None of the Knight children expected 
that their father had hit on a workable solution, but 
they agreed and had the phone installed for the sake of 
keeping closer tabs on his physical condition. Thus it was 
that Ben Knight became the father of telemarketing in 
Greengate, North Carolina. On page two of the catalog 
he also found the following gem. 

YOU CAN BUILD AND SELL BEAUTIFUL 
TOMBSTONES AT PRICES THAT THAT EV- 
ERYONE CAN AFFORDYOUR HAPPY CUSTOM- 
ERS WILL BECOME YOUR ADVERTISERS 

And thus it happened, Vince and his father went into 
the tombstone business. Ben sold by sheer will power. 
He called every number in the phone book. Within a 
month, Ben had orders for ten aluminum markers, and 
Vince was gearing up to plant them in five concrete 
molds that a carpenter in the neighborhood constructed 
according to specification printed in his father’s catalog. 
Financing for the business venture came from money 
Ben borrowed from his beloved insurance policy; truly an 
act of desperation. By the time the first markers arrived 
by mail, everything was in place. Sand and cement were 
mixed in Vince’s new mortar box and shoveled into the 
molds. Vince made sure his mold boxes were tilted at 
exactly a restful angle of twenty-five degrees. Once the 
cement began to harden, the moment of truth was at 
hand. It was time to set the plates of pure aluminum 
that had been custom engraved with the customers 
message. The markers were one-half inch thick and ten 
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by eighteen inches in surface area. Two quarter inch rods 
were firmly screwed into the under side of each plate. The 
rods were cut to the exact length so that they reached to 
the bottom of the mortar box. Once the markers were 
properly centered in the fresh cement, the critical part of 
the operation was over. After the concrete had hardened, 
and the molds removed, two coats of aluminum paint 
would be applied to the concrete and left to dry. A day 
later, the finished product was ready to be picked up by 
the customer. The net cost to the Knights for each marker 
was about ten dollars. Cost to the bereaved was twenty, 
paid in advance. There wasn’t much call for a second hand 
grave marker. Pay in advance and pick up when ready. 

At first, Vince was surrounded by curiosity seekers 
willing to give him a hand. But, as the novelty of the 
business faded, and the cold nasty winter weather set 
in, free help was no longer around. But, Vince didn’t 
mind. ‘The work was cold, wet and nasty, but the pay was 
excellent. He was paid the phenomenal sum of a dollar 
and twenty five cents for each marker he completed. If 
everything went well, he could pour a marker and paint 
another in less than an hour. Journeyman mechanics 
at the nearby railroad shops were making less per hour 
than Vince. Success changed Vince Knight too. He no 
longer gave a hoot what the snobs at Greengate High 
thought. The work was hard, but his body rose to meet 
it with gristle, guts and brawn. Soon the Knight’s back 
yard began to resemble a cemetery. With time, he became 
better and better at the job. Trial and error were great 
teachers. Business was so good that Vince would often 
work well past midnight. 
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The fact that fair weather helpers were no longer in 
evidence did not mean that Vince was not being watched. 
Amanda Queen was a light sleeper; often up odd hours. 
A recent phone call from Dennis telling her that he had 
joined the Army Air Corps made her poor sleeping habits 
even worse. And, the sight of Vince Knight, a mere child 
working in the bitter cold after midnight was bothersome 
too. A call to Vince's sister Mollie confirmed what she 
suspected about Vince's grades at school. 

“Is your father aware of Vince's grades?” 

“Yes, we told Papa that Vince is failing some of his 
subjects.” 

“What does your father plan to do about the 
problem?” 

“Papa doesn’t quite agree with the rest of us when 
it comes to the value of a good education. He says that 
Vince is young. There will plenty of time for him to get 
educated, but when there is work that Vince can do, then 
by George that’s what Vince needs to be doing. My father 
told me that he’s not asking Vince to do anything that 
his older brothers and sisters have not been asked to do. 
Now, it’s Vince’s turn to become a man.” 

“Do you think it would do any good if I have a talk 
with your father?” 

“Tl agree on one condition.” Mollie answered. 

“And, what’s that?” 

“Don’t tell him I sent you. Remember, that’s what 
you told me when I asked if I could tell Maggie King that 
you sent me.” 

“I remember.” Amanda said. 

One week after Amanda Queen and Mollie had 
talked by phone, Kirby King, Arthur's older brother, 
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was ordered to report for basic training at Fort Jackson, 
South Carolina. King was the first of many Railroad 
Street draftees. As a longtime railroad wife, Maggie was 
accustomed to odd hours and meals at all times of the 
night or day. While Amanda Queen watched Vince from 
her bedroom across the street, Maggie watched him 
from her kitchen sink. The late hours and cold weather 
labor began to take its toll on the boy in negative ways. 
A head cold added new misery to Vince’s other ailments 
that included lack of sleep, chapped hands and near frost 
bitten toes. 

One especially cold night in late January, the area 
lighted by Vince’s drop light became enshrouded by fog 
and misty rain and was giving off only a halo of light. 
Vince knew it was after midnight. Arthur King had 
stopped by on his way to work and helped him for a 
few minutes. He finally poured the last of his cement. 
Now he had to wash down his mortar box and tools, 
drain the water hose and put a canvas cover on his freshly 
poured markers. A raw wind began to blow leaves in all 
directions. Dead leaves are a cement man’s worst enemy. 
Vince dropped everything and went for the the canvas to 
cover his fresh cement. When he bent over to pick up one 
end of the hose to hold it up and force the water out, he 
was looking down at a pair of fur lined bedroom shoes. 
Further up his bleary eyes encountered a silk dressing 
gown, satin house coat, a fox fur and a pair of flashing, 
angry brown eyes. 

“Just what is that crazy father of yours trying to 
do? Kill you I think! I can’t sleep, I can’t eat, I can’t do 
anything but sit over there and watch you kill your self. 
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Drop whatever it is you're doing right this minute and 
come with me”, Amanda Queen ordered. 

Vince was too tired and sick to change course at this 
hour. He lifted up one end the hose and water began to 
trickle out the other end. 

“What is the matter with you. Are you deaf, too. Did 
you hear me?” 

“Yes ma'am I heard you.” 

“Well?” she said demanding an answer. 

“T’ve got to get all this stuff cleaned up before I can go 
anywhere. I’m almost finished.” 

“Vincent Knight, you are about as stubborn as that 
father of yours. Let me tell you something. I can be 
stubborn too. I’m not leaving here until you come with 
me.” 

“What's so all fired important about me all of a 
sudden?” 

There was a slight weakening of Vince's hard line. 
Her visit had slowed his movements. He began to notice 
his sleeves and pant legs stiffening by crusted ice. He 
followed her home. 

There he was greeted with warm air and sweet smells. 
She pointed him to the bathroom. “There’s hot water in 
the tub, towels in the cabinet and hand lotion for those 
chapped hands. I put some of Dennis’ old clothes out for 
you to put on. Put your dirty things in the hamper and 
I'll wash them in the morning.” 

Vince had not seen that much hot water since 
hog killing time back in Denton. When Vince left the 
bathroom, she called him to the kitchen where midnight 
chow was being served. Vince found ham, eggs, toast, 
jelly, milk and a lecture were waiting for him there. 
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The lecture began with a promise. “What I have to 
say to you will not take long. Do you agree with me that 
you should have been in bed hours ago?” 

“I’m just doing what my Papa told me to do, what’s 
wrong with that?” 

“Your Papa simply doesn’t seem to care what's 
happening to you, that’s what.” 

“T appreciate the bath and food, but there’s nothing I 
can do about Papa. My father is a very convincing man. 
I’m just doin’ what he told me to do.” 

“O.K. I see that I have to get tough with you and 
your father. You leave me no choice.” 

“I don't have a choice to leave you, either.” He shot 
back. 

Vince was warming to the argument now. He sensed 
that he was holding the winning hand. He thought he 
was in control. 

“Your sister tells me that your grades are terrible.” 
Amanda said. 

“I'm doing the best I can. When things slow down, I 
can catch up pretty quick.” 

It was then that Amanda dropped her depth charge. 
“Your sister also told me that your mother would be very 
upset if she knew about your poor grades.” 

“Mama doesn’t need to find out.” 

“I have no wish to hurt your mother. But, let me 
assure you young man that if you don’t do something 
about your grades, I----.” 

“You'll gonna tell Mama. Is that it?” 

“That is exactly what I intend to do if you continue 
on like this.” 
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“This was a mean trick, getting me over here. I'll 
probably catch pneumonia from all your hot water and 
hot air.” 

Vince kicked off the oversized bedroom shoes and 
began to strip, leaving a trail of clean, dry clothes all the 
way the the bathroom. He closed the bathroom door and 
completely stripped. Then he picked his wet things out 
of the hamper, redressed and headed for the front door. 
Amanda was waiting for him there. She held the door 
open for him to leave. As he passed she said, “I’m giving 
you one week to show me visible signs of improvement 
in your grades.” She stepped aside and Vince mumbled 
something that was mercifully wasted in the wind. 
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The Twain’s Meet 


VINCE'S COLD WAS MUCH worse the next day. There 
was no way he could last out the day at school. The school 
nurse agreed, and the boy was at home under three quilts 
by noon. When he awoke he was feeling much better. 
At eight p.m. Vince was back on the job. He turned on 
the light and poured kerosene and wood chips on top of 
scrap wood left over from the woodchoppers ball, threw 
in a stick match and fire began to roar. He rubbed his sore 
hand vigorously over the frisky flames, then backed up to 
the fire barrel and heated the seat of his britches. The 
most painful part of his job was getting started. Knocking 
the molds off the finished monuments was difficult with 
sore hands. Shoulders, legs and arms complained about 
having to roll dead weight across the yard. 

Working alone, and for the most part living alone, 
Vince often talked to himself as he worked. 
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“Wonder if that old busybody across the street is 
watching?” 

He glanced in her direction, and sure enough he 
could see her standing at the window. He had three 
molds to fill. The work was going agonizingly slow. This 
was mainly because Vince could not leave the fire barrel 
long enough to get anything done. He kept fumbling and 
dropping the nuts that fastened the mold together before 
he could get their threads started. By the time he finally 
got around to start mixing his first batch of cement, it was 
ten o'clock. His knees no longer would hold him up. The 
rest of his body ached from head to toe. He switched off 
his light. He turned to go in. Instantly, he glanced down 
his dark driveway. His father’s light has been out for an 
hour. However, Amanda Queen’s light was still burning 
brightly. He was thinking, “She’s probably clapping her 
hands. She thinks she’s won. Damn it, if I give up and go 
in, I’m in even more trouble. I’m gonna pour those three 
molds if it kills me.” 

There was no time to lose. He rushed back and 
switched on the light. He threw several shovels of sand 
and cement into the mortar box. When he bent over to 
lift a new sack of cement he was almost overcome by 
pain and nausea; fine particles of light danced before his 
half closed eyes and he threw up on the grass. Two huge 
work gloves grabbed the ninety pound sack of cement 
and flung it into the mortar box. 

“Get over there by the fire and tell me what you want 
done.” Arthur King demanded. 

“What are you doing here?” 

“I don’t want questions, just instructions. Tell me 
what to do next. Is this stuff ready for water?” 
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“No, no, you need five shovels of sand next and then 
start mixing the sand and water.” 

Ten minutes later Arthur had the first batch poured 
and was starting on the second. This time he didn’t need 
any instructions. He mixed the next batch in half time 
it usually would have taken Vince. Meanwhile Vince set 
the marker plates in those two while Arthur filled the 
third. 

Vince was both glad and giddy at the same time. As 
Arthur left, He said. “Well this is quite a surprise, Mrs. 
Queen one night and King Arthur the next.” 

Arthur King had no time or desire for conversation 
at this point, but the mention of Amanda Queen arrested 
him. 

“What did she do? Did she mix cement for you last 
night?” 

“No, but that old busybody came over here and gave 
me hell for mixing it. That old bag said I ought to be in 
the house doing my school work instead of doing what 
my Papa told me to do. She even threatened to write or 
call my Mama about my bad grades. I told her to mind 
her own business and leave me alone. She gave me a week 
to get my act together, can you imagine that?” 

Vince's speech was laced with bitterness. Of all 
people, Vince knew that Arthur would applaud any put 
down of the dragon lady of Railroad Street. 

“Instead, he said, “Why you ungrateful little pip- 
squeak! Can't you see that the woman is only trying to 
talk some sense into you.” I’ll come over every night from 
now on and help you. Meanwhile youd better be hittin” 


those books.” 
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A week later Vince and Arthur, working together as 
a team, would knock out three or more jobs in an hour 
and five in less than two, including the cleanup. Vince 
was happy that Arthur had said nothing further about 
his school work. Vince, in all fairness however, had been 
giving the subject some thought. “The year’s half over, I 
can't catch up now even if I tried. Maybe I won't even be 
in school next year. After all none of my brothers finished 
high school and they're doing OK.” 

Arthur was rinsing down the tools and mortar box 
while Vince was setting the last plate, when Amanda 
Queen spoke. 

“Good evening gentlemen.” 

Equally shocked, both Arthur and Vince answered, 
“Good evening Maam.” What they each meant to say 
was, “Good Lord.” 

“When you finish up tomorrow night, I expect to see 
you at my house. Bring all your school work with you. 
We are going to see what can be done about those lousy 
grades of yours. Goodnight gentlemen.” 

The two tombstone workers looked at each other for 
a spell. 

Finally Vince said, “I’m not--—” 

But before Vince had time to say more, Arthur had 
cut off the circulation in his wind pipe. 

“Listen to me and listen good. If you don’t over to her 
house tomorrow night, I’ll personally break every bone in 
your body.” 

Vince, turning purple for the lack of oxygen, was 
nodding vigorously. 
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The English Lesson 


IN ADDITION TO DEALING with the unsolicited scholastic 
support demanded by Amanda Queen, Vince was about 
to receive a similar threat from one of his teachers. Vince’s 
English grade had fallen from A for excellence to ‘F’ for 
failing. Vince had little interest in grammar, spelling, and 
none for parsing sentences. To Vince, proper grammar, 
punctuation and things like that were work; reading and 
writing were fun. The same could be said about Vince’s 
musical talents. He couldn’t read music. He knew next 
to nothing about harmonics or music theory, but could 
play the harmonica with syncopation. Part of his current 
failure in English had to do with timing too. Fatigue was 
a factor and reading and writing skills were being tested. 
There were times lately when Vince was simply too tired 
to try. 

Mrs. Ledbetter, his English teacher met with him after 
school for the purpose of discussing his falling grades. 
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She began the session by reading from a mimeographed 
copy she had made of one of Vince's essays. 

I remember when I was a small 
boy, how longingly I looked forward to 
Christmas. I could think of so many 
bright and wonderful things that I 
wanted to receive. A shiny new bicycle 
was my most consistent dream. There 
were many other things I wished for, 
but none of those stand out in my 
mind now. Back then, on Christmas 
Eve, I would go to sleep with all of 
those things visualized in my mind. 
Every Christmas morning the result 
was the same. A little red wagon would 
be waiting for me in the living room. 
A degree of disappointment was felt, 
but deep down, I already knew that the 
little red wagon was what I was going 
to receive. 

Those little red wagons became an 
important part of my life. I knew that 
my folks were doing the best they could 
and a little red wagon was all that they 
could afford. Those little red wagons 
were items, from which valuable lessons 
were learned. Outside, on Christmas 
Day, I would meet children with 
bicycles, cowboy suits, baseball gloves, 
bbguns and many other things that I 
didn't get. I was ashamed of my little 
red wagon. 
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As I grew older, however, those feeling 
of shame evolved into a sense of pride. 
I began to understand that I had 
received something far more valuable. 
Something that many of the other kids 
had missed. Many did not receive the 
gift of undeserved love that was given 
to me. Anyone, rich or poor who were 
not loved as I was loved, were the 
unfortunates. Now, when I see a kid 
with a little red wagon, I think of how 
fortunate I was to have owned some of 
them. 

Mrs. Ledbetter laid the paper aside, removed her 
glasses, looked directly into Vince’s eyes and asked. 
“What am I going to do with you? Anyone who can write 
like that can do better than you've been doing in class 
lately. Your tests are telling me that you don’t know the 
difference between an adjective and an adverb or a noun 
from a pronoun. But, your writing tells me that you are 
years ahead of your peers. That leads me to ask you for 
an honest answer to one simple question. Did you write 
that essay?” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

“Maybe you mean that you copied it. Is that it?” 

“No Ma’am. I wrote it.” 

“Well, if that is true, then something else is wrong. 
Would you care to tell me what you think that might 
be?” 

“T don’t know Ma’am.” 

“Well, that leaves me no alternative but to speak to 
your parents. 
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“My mother is in the hospital. I don’t think she’s up 
to talking to you right now.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that. What about your father?” 

“Papa is sick, too.” 

“Does your father know that you are failing your 
grade?” 

“Yes Ma’am, he knows.” 

“Did you know that someone else talked to me about 
your grades. earlier today?” 

“No Ma'am, I didn't.” 

“Would you care to know who that person was?” 

“Yes Ma’am, I would.” 

“It was Mr. Adams, the school’s baseball coach.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me that in the first place. Just 
give me another chance. I'll have my grades up in no 
time.” 

Mrs. Ledbetter failed to tell Vince that she was the 
one who originated the conversation she had with the 


baseball coach. 
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A Grave Decision 


BEN KNIGHT'S TOMBSTONE BUSINESS was as lively as 
ever throughout the entire month of February, 1941. This 
prompted Ben to comment cheerfully to his youngest 
son, “I think maybe all our competitors have gone to 
Florida for the winter. When they get back, won't they 
be in for a shock? They won't find an unmarked grave in 
the cemetery.” But, Ben's clever joke did not quite last 
until spring. On the very last day of winter, Ben Knight 
received the following telegram: 

DEAR SALES REPRESENTATIVE STOP WE 
REGRET TO INFORM YOU THAT AS OF THIS 
DATE OUR COMPANY HAS BEEN DIRECTED BY 
THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT TO CEASE 
PRODUCTION OF GRAVE MARKERS STOP 
ALUMINUM HAS BEEN CLASSIFIED AS A VITAL 
ELEMENT IN OUR COUNTRY’S NATIONAL 
DEFENSE SYSTEM AND UNTIL FURTHER 
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NOTICE CANNOT BE USED TO PRODUCE 
NONESSENTIAL PRODUCTS STOP 

Ben Knight responded by saying to Vince, “Confound 
the dadburned war. The next thing you know they'll be 
taking my boys.” Ben Knight had been fighting a war of 
his own for years. His fight was with a disease known as 
arthritis. And, by the look of the battlefield, one could 
logically assume that there was nothing left of Ben's war 
worth fighting over. But, that is not the way Ben saw it. 
The word was that Clara may come home this summer. 
He was going to fight for a place for her to to come home 
to. 

While the grave marker business was short lived, it 
bought valuable time for Ben Knight and a life changing 
situation to his youngest son. Profit from the tombstone 
business allowed Ben and Vince to continue living on 
Railroad Street. Ben paid the rent, utilities and even repaid 
the money he'd borrowed from his beloved insurance 
policy. Spring time was at hand. Once again Ben Knight 
would take the city by any means available, including his 
newly mastered art of business by telephone. Meanwhile, 
it didn’t take Vince long to adjust either. The cozy 
atmosphere and aroma of Amanda Queen’s wonderful 
home was the deciding factor. His sudden drop in income 
was more than offset by the fringe benefits of his return to 
academia. In spite of the rigor of her lesson plans, Vince 
enjoyed the closeness of his tutor. There were moments 
of sheer ecstasy when she was very near him. 

Sitting beside her as she read aloud became the 
ultimate of all joy to the recent returnee to higher 
learning. Tolstoy's vivid description of the Russian winter 
set his teeth to chattering. The dust, heat and dying at 
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Gettysburg would leave him gasping for air. The roar of 
cannonade at Vicksburg was deafening while the silent 
crosses of Flanders Field were equally impressed upon 
him by the angelic sound of her voice. There were less 
desirable moments, too. Times when Vince would be 
required to solve and explain hated math problems. Even 
worse was the drudgery of spelling, English grammar and 
biology. Fun or dread, there was no escape from Amanda 
Queen. In reality, Vince did not wish to escape. He loved 
being near her even during unlovable lessons. 

Soon the good news that Vince's grades had improved 
dramatically reached Vince’s mother. That news did more 
for Clara Knight than the fresh air and blue skies of 
Pinehurst Sanatorium. On the down side, Ben Knight's 
prophesy: of more government intervention soon came 
true. During the merry month of May, 1941, Ben Knight 
learned that his twenty- four year old son Virgil had been 
drafted. | 

A week of nightly lessons at the Queen’s house labeled 
Vince as a traitor by the King Arthur gang. This decision 
was made without consulting Arthur. Arthur had already 
rejected a similar request. The anti-Kings made an attempt 
to recruit him, but Vince had no stomach for them. So, 
he walked to school alone. Meanwhile teachers began to 
notice the sudden rise in his ability to express himself in 
both written and spoken words. Vince was waiting for 
the right time to complain to King about the way he was 
being treated by the gang. After all, his visits to Amanda 
Queen were on direct orders from the King himself. 
Since the end of the marker business, he had not laid eyes 
on the King of Arthurland. Experience had taught him 
better than to knock on his front door. Consequently, 
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the right time for that question never came. But baseball 
season did. 

The last of the grave markers were hauled away just 
in time for Vince to try out for the junior varsity baseball 
team at Greengate High. Vince was in great shape and 
made the team easily. He could hit, throw and field with 
the best of them. Vince reached home ahead of his father 
and stashed his first ever baseball uniform in his bottom 
dresser drawer for fear that his father would forbid him 
to play. Luckily for Vince, his father had other things on 
his agenda. Every day was the same. A fitful night's sleep, 
up at dawn, shave, black warmed over coffee and a dram 
from his hidden bottle. Even though Clara was far away, 
Ben hid his bottle out ot respect for her. What was once 
a fine hat now rested comically upon his very large ears. 
Holes in his cotton gloves revealed knurled knuckles. On 
some cold mornings Ben would be hunched and huddled 
at the bus stop when Vince passed on his way to school. 
Such a meeting was hardly a point of pride. Other kids 
his age had handsome athletic fathers. For the first time 
in his life, Vince was ashamed of his own father. He was 
also puzzled and somewhat dismayed by the strange lack 
of support from Arthur King and the shunning he was 
receiving on the street. Even so, support from Amanda 
Queen, better grades and now playing baseball for the 
junior varsity were enough to keep his boat bobbing 
along nicely. 

Amanda Queen was not at home. Her open garage 
revealed that her car was not there. Vince was bursting 
with pride. He simply had to tell someone about making 
the ball team. To hell with protocol. Maggie King 
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answered his knock, by signaling for quiet. She greeted 
Vince with the words, “Arthur is asleep.” 

“He’s asleep,’ Vince repeated before adding, “I didn’t 
think he'd be sleeping at this hour. 

“He’s been working overtime. Sometime sixteen 
hours a day since the first ot the year.” 

Vince was stunned. Arthur had helped him all those 
cold nights and never mentioned his long hours of 
overtime. Vince turned to leave. Uncharacteristically, she 
asked, “What is it that you want to see Arthur about, I’ll 
tell him when he wakes up.” 

“I just came by to tell Arthur that I made the junior 
varsity baseball team at school.” 

Vince's words came is such a muted rush that Maggie 
answered, 

“Say that again in English, I never could understand 
French.” 

Vince had lived next door to Maggie King for more 
than a year, but he hardly knew her, much less that she 
had a sense of humor. He repeated his statement. 

“You mean the school team?” 

“Yes ma’am, uniform and all.” 

Before Vince knew what was happening, Maggie 
King had grabbed him. It was then that he made another 
discovery. She had the strength of a Samson. She released 
him and said, “Arthur tells me that you're a good _ ball 
player. I’m sure he will be pleased to hear your good 
news. 

Vince was thinking, “Did he also tell you that he tied 
me to a tree and threw baseballs at me until I learned to 
catch properly?” 
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Then she added, “Come with me to the kitchen. I 
made a pot of bean soup and a_ meat loaf today. With 
Kirby gone, and Arthur and his brother working all the 
time I find myself cooking more than we can eat. I’ll fix 
plates for you to take home for you and your father. I 
know he'll be proud of you, too.” 

“I hope that’s true, but I don’t think Papa’s gonna be 
thrilled about me making the team.” 

Vince was still a bit woozy from Clara’s hug when he 
reached home with Clara’s plates of food. It was the first 
time that Clara had given them food. 

While they were eating, Ben Knight asked rhetorically, 
“Wonder what’s got into Clara King all of a sudden?” 

Vince knew, but held his peace. He was wondering 
what his father was going to do or say when he learned 
that his son made the ball team. Nevertheless, Vince 
was in no hurry to find out; he knew intrinsically that it 
wouldn't be anything akin to a hug. 
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Stealing Bases 


VINCE SPENT MOST OF the money he had saved from 
the tombstone business to buy himself a new glove and 
a pair of baseball shoes. Vince knew that among all his 
siblings, Amanda Queen and Arthur King these would 
have been his for the asking. Paying for them with 
money hed earned gave the boy a wonderful sense of 
independence; a feeling he'd never known before. Mark 
one up for his father. 

Weeks went by before Ben Knight noticed that Vince 
wasn't coming directly home from school. This became 
evident one day when Ben came home early to find a 
basket of clothes neatly washed and folded on the front 
porch. One of his own children would have put them 
inside. Something was going on. Come to think of it he 
had seen no clothes hanging on the screened back porch 
in quite some time. More than time enough for a little 
talk with his youngest son. 
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During supper Ben asked, “Why were you late 
coming home today?” 

Vince knew he was in trouble. When dealing with 
most situations, Vince often had his way by being clever. 
He should have known better that to try that approach 
with his father. 

“I was doing school work.” 

“Your teacher made you stay in, eh?” 

“No sir, not exactly.” 

“Then exactly what?” 

“Tm playing baseball for the school team.” 

“How long has this foolishness been going on?” 

“Just a few weeks, and itll be over in about a 
month.” 

“So you decided not to tell me what you were doing, 
is that it?” 

“I know you don’t like baseball, so I didn’t see any 
reason to.” 

“So. You got our feuding ladies to wash our clothes 
and cook our meals so that I would think that you were 
working around the house. Is that it?” 

“Honest Papa, I didn’t ask Mrs. Queen and Mrs. 
King to do those things, they volunteered.” 

“Well boy, it sounds like you've pulled off a big one 
on me. You've got the whole dang neighborhood spoiling 
you now. Boy, youre not a baby any more. You're fourteen 
years old. It’s time for you to start acting like a man. We 
both proved to ourselves that we could make it on our 
own during the coldest part of last winter. Now that the 
weather is good, we should both be working and saving 
every penny we can so your Mama will have a place to 
come home to. I was beginning to think that you had 
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begun to be a man. I even trusted you to act like one. | 
told you to be on the lookout for a job. I told you that 
if you couldn’ find one, let me know, and I'd find one 
for you. I went along with Mrs. Queen helping you with 
your school work when you were working long hours. 
But, I'll be damned if I'll take charity so that my son can 
waste his time on a confounded baseball game. Do you 
understand me?” 

“Yes sir. I told all my sisters and brothers that I made 
the team. They were all happy for me.” 

“They've all been happy for you since the day you were 
born. Being happy for you is one thing, spoiling you is 
another. There’s a matter of principal involved here. You 
were told to find a job. You chose to play ball instead. 
Finish out what you started. These good people here on 
the street think they are helping you. I don’t want either 
of us to disappoint them. But, as soon as this baseball 
thing you've gotten yourself into is over, you're going to 
work somewhere. Is that clear?” 

“Yes sir.” 

Vince went on to have the season of his dreams. When 
it was over, the coach told him that he was recommending 
him for next year’s varsity team. Next year’s Greengate 
baseball season was scheduled to begin March 24, 1942. 
Before that date, America would be at war, and a gold 
star would be pasted to the front window of a house on 
the 1100 block of Railroad Street. During World War II, 
it became a custom to place a silver star in the window 
of each home of a military man or woman serving in the 
armed forces of America. Gold stars represented those 
killed in action. Before the end of World War II, there 
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would be over two hundred and ninety thousand gold 
stars in the windows and hearts of America. 
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Live Lessons. 


By THE TIME VINCE'S baseball season ended in the 
month of May, Ben Knight had sold orders for book 
matches to a majority of the merchants of Greengate. 
His colorful catalog of match cover designs were hard 
to resist once his clients learned that their competitors 
were spreading their names around with every pack of 
cigarettes they sold. Ben failed to mention the minor 
detail that it was he who put those book matches in the 
hands of their competitors. He was also trying to sell the 
services of his youngest son. 

Meanwhile Vince was busy looking. Vince was 
determined to find his own job rather than be forced 
to work that he didn’t like. The father of one of his 
baseball teammates happened to be the manager of 
The Central Market. And, it was upon this teammates 
recommendation that Vince landed a job as a grocery 
boy at the most prestigious, upscale food emporium in 
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the city of Greengate. Vince learned a valuable lesson in 
life, to wit, it’s not always what you know. 

In 1942, delivery boys played a vital role in the 
operation of grocery stores. This was especially true in 
case of The Central Market. Central’s boys would be 
entering the homes of the richest of the rich in the city 
of Greengate. These teenagers were expected to deliver 
much more than groceries. Their job involved collecting 
money, making change, dealing with unfriendly dogs, 
remembering where keys were hidden, knowing what to 
put in the refrigerator, know how to audit the customer's 
list to assure that every thing was delivered. Candidates 
for these important jobs were carefully screened. 

To check a new boy’s honesty, store manager Charley 
Maples would hand the boy a stack of bills and say. “Here’s 
twenty dollars for you to use to make change. Count it 
and let me know if I’ve given you the right amount.” 

Invariably the store manager would give the boy 
several dollars over the stated amount. If that poor kid 
didn’t tell Mr. Maples that he'd given him too much 
money, he would be told leave the store and never set 
foot there again. 

The store’s fleet of bicycles were kept in prime 
condition. Vince soon learned to balance the large basket 
filled with groceries between the wide handlebars while 
navigating thru uptown traffic. His first delivery, however, 
turned out to be his most memorable. He was told that his 
first delivery would be to a funeral home on Carter Street. 
He was also told a family named Hawkins’ apartment 
was located inside that same building. Vince asked for 
and was given specific directions so that he could not 
possibly wind up in the embalming room. Vince had no 
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idea that this delivery was part of a standing joke between 
the funeral home manager and Charley Maples. The 
precise directions given to Vince were to the embalming 
room, not to the caretakers kitchen. Once he arrived at 
the funeral home, Vince followed the directions to the 
letter. When Vince got back to the store he announced 
to his boss that if Mrs. Hawkins wanted her groceries, 
someone needed to complete that delivery. The boy was 
still pale as a ghost. 

“What did you do with that woman's grocery order 
for heaven’s sake?” Mr. Maples chided while trying to 
conceal a big grin. 

“T left it, basket and all in a room full of dead people. 
They didn’t tell me about anyplace else to leave em’.” 

Mr. Maples picked up the phone and called Mrs. 
Hawkins. As soon as she caught his voice, she knew exactly 
what had happened and where to find her groceries. 

“So, you've got yourself another new grocery boy.” 
she responded. Several days later Vince was presented 
with a photo that was taken by a hidden camera as he 
entered the embalming room. Vince didn’t think that 
was funny either. Nevertheless, Vince soon recovered 
from the shocking experience. 

During the remainder of the school year, Vince 
was scheduled to work four hours after each school day 
and twelve hours on Saturday. Vince loved his new job. 
Within a couple of weeks, he was allowed to ride his 
bicycle home each night. The Central Grocery was near 
the High School and Vince was to drop it off there on his 
way each morning on school days. Vince was so proud 
of this honor that on the first night he left the bicycle on 
the front porch so that everyone on the block could see 
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what hed made of himself. The Central Market’s logo 
emblazoned in the sprocket area was a status symbol for 
all to see. It was also there for the taking. Vince awoke the 
next morning to find himself in trouble again. The Central 
Market bicycle was gone. Anger, fear and embarrassment 
all were adding tempo to the beating of his heart. There 
was no time for anything but action. He was supposed to 
have the bicycle at the store in fifteen minutes. He ran to 
Buster Bridges’ house as fast as his legs would carry him; 
only to find that no one was there. From across the street, 
Flat Stone yelled. 

“They've all gone on vacation. What do you want 
with them?” 

“Somebody stole my Central Market bicycle right off 
my front porch last night. I figured Buster probably sold 
it to somebody.” 

“Nobody stole your precious bicycle.” 

“What in the devil are you talking about, the darn 
thing is gone.” 

“Did you look in your garage?” 

“No. Why would I do that?’ 

“Cause that’s where your fancy bicycle is, that’s 
why.” 

“T isten Flat, this ain’t a bit funny. If do find that bike 
in my garage I’m gonna beat the crap out of somebody.” 

“Well, you'd better start gettin’ in shape.” 

“What in the dickens do you mean by that wise 
remark?” 

“J mean if you think you can beat Arthur King, you're 
even dumber than I thought.” 

Vince was a very smart kid, but he still had a lot to 
learn. He loved his Central Market job. Long rides in a 
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city where there were no steep hills to climb and a bicycle 
that was in good running condition was both fun and 
rewarding. But, that was not the main reason he liked 
the long rides. Vince already knew that the city was laid 
out in a definite pattern with the richest establishment 
concentrated at its center. There banks, upscale stores, 
offices of lawyers and doctors, and The First Baptist 
Church made up the city’s center. The Central Market was 
located on the fringe of that prestigious cluster. Where 
did these bankers, lawyers, doctors, ministers, merchants 
and the owner of Central Market all live? Vince found 
their homes clustered together in the suburbs in almost 
the same order as they were situated in the very center 
of town. Their cooks shared cookies, cakes, milk, juices 
along with surprising leftovers that were beyond Vince’s 
vocabulary to describe. But, no tips! He saw kids his 
own age with swimming pools and tennis courts leaving 
by limousines to be entertained elsewhere. The poorest 
of the poor would often give Vince a quarter. His father 
was right: One didn’t learn everything there was to learn 
in school. 

Lieutenant Dennis Queen had a lot to learn, too. 
After completing officer training, Lt. Queen had been 
transferred to the flight training school at Eglin Air Base, 
near Fort Walton Beach in Florida. Meanwhile, PFC 
Kirby King had completed jump school at Fort Bragg, 
North Carolina. 

PFC. Virgil Knight had recently entered training 
to become a truck driver at Fort A. P. Hill in Virginia. 
Heavy bombing of London had begun, and the British 
Royal Air Force was conducting bombing raids over the 
German city of Hamburg. 


116 


There is a Voy 





CHAPTER 23 
The Loss of an Angel 


DURING THE MONTH OF July 1941, Virgil Knight had 

just received the news that he was being transferred to 
Hickum Field in Hawaii. That same week he learned that 
his mother had died. Clara Knight’s funeral was held at 
Crossroad Baptist Church in Greengate. The first four 
rows of that sanctuary were packed with Knights. Vince 
sat on the second pew next to his soldier brother Virgil. 
Virgil was wearing the neatly pressed khaki uniform of 
the United States Army Air Corps. In the eyes of his kid 
brother, Virgil was as real as any knight in shinning armor 
ever could be. Emotionally, however, Vince was a total 
wreck. The boy was incapable of talking without tears, so 
he listened. 1108 was filled with stories to be heard. The 
house was packed with family, friends, neighbors and 
food. Never seen strangers and cousins came, each with 
stories about the “angel’ many called Aunt Clara. 
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It was during his mother’s funeral that Vince suddenly 
realized that he was seeing his mother inside a church for 
the very first time. Why? Vince could think of dozens 
of people who would have been happy and honored to 
take her there. Was it because she thought her appearance 
would be an embarrassment? The answer, Vince finally 
concluded was that it didn’t matter. Wherever his mother 
happened to be was a church. Those who attended her 
funeral were apparently thinking the same. Many related 
incidents of how she made the humblest of homes rich 
with her warmth, laughter and love. 

After the mountain of mourners had gone away, the 
older eight Knight siblings got down to family business. 
The main item on their agenda was what to do about 
1108 Railroad Street. On the surface, it didn’t seem to 
be a place hardly worth worrying about. In terms of 
roominess, 1108 was much more than Ben and Vince 
needed. Maybe they could find a smaller place for them. 
There were rumors around that the government was 
planning to freeze prices on rent and a lot of other things. 
Everywhere, rents were being raised in lieu of just such 
an event. Maggie King told Vince’s sister Mollie that she 
had no such plans to raise the rent on 1108. The entire 
Knight clan had spent most of their past several days at 
1108. All were satisfied that 1108 was a suitable place for 
Ben and Vince. Most of the neighbors were great. Each 
had seen much worse. 

For awhile they reminisced about their good old 
days. They told how their mother always had beautiful 
begonias. They told numerous stories about moving so 
often. The one that got the biggest laugh was about 
moving their chickens by tying their legs together to keep 
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them from wandering off. Victor claimed that whenever 
he saw the hens lying down with their legs crossed, he 
knew it was moving time again. It was told that one sister 
left a Christmas party with the words, “Well, I gave more 
than I received.” Whether that was a slip of the tongue or 
a Freudian slip, the others never let her forget it. There 
was never a get together when they did not laugh at 
themselves. 

Once again, the family was in financial crisis. Medical 
bills, and now a funeral, had used up about all they could 
scrape together. The main problem ahead, of course, 
was what to do with their father. The five girls were now 
married. All had husbands and small children. Times 
had changed. Raising children had also changed. Ben 
Knight had not. No workable solution there. That left 
three married males with no children and working wives, 
two of which smoked. One of Ben Knight's precious 
principals was that women should not smoke. No hope 
there. The oldest son had long been the rock of the family 
in terms of financial support. Both Victor and his wife 
had good paying jobs. So far Vick’s wife had gone along 
with the money part, but she drew the line when it came 
to sharing her beautiful home with a sick old man with 
even sicker old fashioned ideas. 

Reluctantly, it was decided that the time had come 
to bring Vince into the equation. Vince would soon be 
fifteen years old. Vick recalled that he’d quit school at 
that age and had gone to work at that age to support his 
ailing parents and the younger ones. The others in turn, 
had done the same. However, none wanted the same for 
Vince. Vince dropping out of school was not an option. 
Vince was going to be educated. 
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Victor and Vince talked. The income from Vince’s 
summer job was discussed. When it was clear that Vince 
was able to pay the rent and utility bills and have some 
left over, he was offered the honorable task of being the 
temporary financial head of the family. As in the past, 
Vince would be expected and urged to call upon his 
siblings if and when special needs arose. Vince was told 
that his new position was strictly a test and would last 
only until school restarted in September. At that time a 
new plan would have to be worked out. This arrangement 
gave Ben a chance to mourn and Vince an opportunity to 
prove himself as a responsible member of the clan. That 
was all well and good, but nothing compared to the issue 
that really mattered to Vince. In fact getting through the 
summer or winter were among the least of his worries. 
Vince had only one thing on his mind: Namely the first 
day of spring practice for the Greengate High's Varsity 
baseball season, and the showdown with his father. 
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Growing Pains 


BEN KNIGHT RETURNED TO the streets of Greengate 
only to discover that his hot match cover business had 
gone up in smoke. “To all things there is a time” he told 
Vince one night when they were eating left overs from the 
funeral. Ben was quoting from Ecclesiastics, his favorite 
book of the Bible. 

“Book matches have had their time. Now, I need to 
move on to something else.” Ben continued. 

“Why not start selling Bibles?” Vince suggested, “You 
know a lot about the Bible and Mama would be proud of 
you for doing that.” 

“Confound if you ain't come up with a good idea boy. 
I'll start with the preacher. He'll know who makes the 
best Bibles. I can start right here in this neighborhood. 
Everybody needs a good Bible. You clean up when you 
get through eating, I’m callin’ the preacher right now.” 
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When Ben called the preacher he was given the 
information that he was seeking and more. Pastor Elliot 
told Ben that his youngest son was a very good baseball 
player. “Your son must have come from good baseball 
stock, I'll bet you were a great ball player yourself.” 

“Not really,” Ben answered correctly. 

“That boy of yours is not only a good baseball player, 
he’s an all around great kid. You must be very proud of 
him.” 

“So far,” Ben answered, “i've been greatly blessed with 
good children.” 

“Good luck with your Bible business. We can’t have 
too many Good Books.” 


Before the month was out Ben had taken more than 
a dozen Bible orders without leaving the neighborhood. 
There, Ben was taking advantage of the double bias of 
bereavement and familiarity. The fact that Ben started 
in his own neighborhood confirmed Ben’s philosophy of 
life in general. Vince was remembering the time when 
his father came by one day while he was splitting stove 
wood. His father questioned his son’s choice of trying to 
split a difficult knotty log. Vince told his father that he 
hated knotty wood and wanted to get the worst of it over 
and done with. 

“No, no, boy. That’s dumb. Always split your easiest 
piece first. That way you'll always be splitting the easiest 
piece.” 

A month had gone by when one day as Vince passed 
his own house on his way to a delivery. Vince spotted 
what he first thought to be a professionally painted 
realtors sign staked in his front yard. Vince thought that 
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his house was up for sale. Instead he soon read, “Beautiful 
Bibles for Sale.” The colorful sign also contained Ben's 
phone number. Ben was entertaining a customer on the 
front porch at the time and waved at Vince as he passed. 
That night his father showed him a “Bibles for Sale” ad 
he'd taken out in the town’s daily newspaper. 

Later that night the pair ate steak and potatoes, along 
with Pepsi’s and Moon Pies that Ben had swapped Tilly 
for a new Bible. Meanwhile Railroad Street came alive 
again for Vince. He missed the daytime activity because 
of his job, but discovered that he could still hold his 
own with the men and boys during Sunday afternoon 
baseball games. It was the street’s night life, however, that 
more than compensated for Vince’s absence during the 
long summer days. His father slept in a front bedroom 
and always took to his bed as soon as supper was over. 
Ben’s bedroom was several rooms, porches and hallways 
removed from 1108's distant kitchen. Again the fickle 
Arthurlanders discovered a need for Vince being back 
in their good graces. This time is was the availability of 
Vince's kitchen. In no time at all, the entire gang was 
gathering there each weekday night just as if nothing 
had ever come between them. Card playing, smoking, 
wild story telling and Arthur King’s music on the radio 
filled several hours each night. Of course they ate and 
drank everything they could find. Bring your own was 
encouraged, but seldom observed. 

‘The fun and games came to a halt when the money 
that Vince had saved to pay his rent disappeared from 
the kitchen. Each week Vince would stick ten dollars in 
one of his mother’s old purses. At the end of each month 
he'd have the forty dollars needed to pay their rent. Vince 
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had intended to take the money over to Maggie King as 
soon as supper was over. But, the gang showed up while 
he was cleaning up the kitchen. The rent money would 
wait until the next morning. 

But, it didn’t wait. Sometime during the course of 
the evening, money, purse and all disappeared. Vince 
peeked out his bedroom window after he awoke the next 
morning. Maggie King was standing at her kitchen sink. 
A perfect time to pay the rent. But, when Vince reached 
for the purse, moments later, it wasn't there. It soon 
became time for Vince to leave for work. Still no purse. 
Outside, on his way to the garage where his bicycle was 
parked, Vince happened to look back toward his back 
door. And, there hanging over the edge of the flat roof, 
was the handle of his mother’s purse. His heart sank. He 
grabbed a ladder from the garage and scampered up. As 
expected the purse was empty, thrown there by the thief 
on his way out the night before. That day turned out to 
be the longest day of Vince's life. Forty dollars was a lot 
of money to lose. His father must not be told. Arthur 
King had to be told. Maybe, just maybe, he would be 
sympathetic. Once again Vince's life was in the hands 
of Arthur King. This time their roles were reversed. This 
time it would be Vince’s turn to break the news. 


125 


CHAPTER 25 


Lessons 


THE LONG DAY FINALLY ended. Supper was eaten. Ben 
Knight told Vince good night and shuffled off to his 
room. Moments later Vince knocked on Arthur's front 
door. The dreaded moment had finally arrived. Even 
before he knocked, he could hear big band music. Arthur 
answered the door. 

“Something terrible has happened.” Vince announced 
immediately. 

Arthur turned down the sound and motioned for 
Vince to sit. 

“Now, maybe you outta tell me about it.” he said. 

Two minutes later, Arthur had a pretty good handle 
on the situation. 

“Who else knows about this?” Arthur inquired. 

“T haven't told anyone else but you.” 

“I've got some money hidden away. I’ll pay Mama 
forty dollars for your rent. I see some of the kids are 
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already at your house looking for you. Here’s what I want 
you to do. Go home and act as if nothing has happened. 
Make some excuse about being sick or something and 
send them home around nine, but stay close to your 
radio. After I see that it’s dark at your house, I'll play Al 
Jolson’s “Swanee”. That will be your signal to meet me 
at the back fence. Try not to worry, everything is gonna 
work out.” 

It was one of the sadest speeches Arthur King had 
ever made. He was getting old, and now he felt as if 
everything he'd tried to teach his gang during his prime 
had been wasted. Then he said to himself, “Even Jesus 
had his Judas”. When the two met at the fence, Arthur 
was ready with a plan. His first question to Vince was a 
corker. 

“Does your father own a gun?” 

“No---er--why do you want to know that?” 

“T just don’t want anyone gettin shot, that’s all. Here’s 
what I want you to do.” 

The next night Vince told the gang about the missing 
money. He told them that forty dollars was in one 
compartment of an old purse and sixty in the other. He 
went on to say that stealing a hundred dollars from a 
private home was a felony and could land a person in 
jail for years. Vince also said that he was going to the 
police station in the morning if the purse and money 
hadn’t been found by that time. The gang helped Vince 
search all the back rooms, but no purse was to be found. 
Everyone was in a foul mood and the gang were all gone 
by nine. 

A few minutes later, Al Jolson’s Swanee called Vince 
to a rendezvous with Arthur in Vince’s back yard. Arthur 
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shoved a roll of Monopoly money covered by a real ten 
into the second pouch of the purse. The play money 
was bound tightly with a rubber band. After the bogus 
money was inside the purse, Arthur flung it atop the roof 
of Vince's back porch. Then, after making sure that the 
ladder was in plain view, he and Vince situated themselves 
in the garage. They didn’t have long to wait. 

Woody Carson, the newest member of the gang 
suddenly appeared. After making sure that he was alone, 
Woody quickly and quietly eased the ladder against the 
eaves of the back porch. From the top of the ladder he 
quickly scrambled onto the roof. When Vince made 
a move toward the thief, he was restrained by Arthur. 
Vince was furious, but Arthur King was quite capable of 
winning that argument. He slapped a hand over Vince's 
mouth. One minute later Woody was gone. 

“Now you can go get your mother’s purse”, Arthur 
said. } 

“Don’t you think it’s a little late?” The darn thief is 
gone.” 

“Yep, he’s gone. But I'll be betting that your money 
has come back home.” 

Vince scrambled up the ladder and grabbed the 
purse and flung it down to Arthur. He waited for Vince 
to scamper down and switched on his railroad lantern. 
There to Vince’s amazement lay his four ten dollar bills. 
The fake bills in the other compartment of the purse 
were also still in place. Arthur shoved both into his coat 
pocket. 

“T can't believe Woody put that money back. What 
are you gonna do about it now?” 
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“T’ve got my forty dollars. I’m willing to let it go as 
that.” 

“What am I supposed to tell the gang?” 

“Tell them you found the purse and that the money 
was still in it. That’s all you have to say.” 

“What if they ask where I found it?” 

“Listen Vince, whether you like it or not, youre 
becoming a leader now. A leader doesn't have to answer 
every stupid question he’s asked.” 

“What about Woody?” 

“Woody already knows. He won't ask.” 

“Do you think he'll come back to my house?” 

“He'll be back.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“You've taught him a lesson that he'll never forget. 
He'll be your friend as long as he lives.” 

“But, that’s not right. Youre the one who deserved 
the credit.” 

“If you really believe that, then you've also learned a 
lesson that you'll never forget, too.” 

Before Vince could think of what to say, Arthur King 


was gone. 
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CHAPTER 26 
A Date with Fate 


THE START OF THE school year was the preset date for the 
next scheduled meeting of Knight siblings. Ben Knight’s 
health and Vince’s education were again the major items 
on their agenda. Again, the meeting was held without 
the consent or foreknowledge of Ben Knight. Similar 
meetings had been the case throughout the fourteen years 
of Vince's life. Now, for the first time, Vince had earned 
a right to vote in the family’s decision making process. 
Virgil wrote from Hawaii that his vote was for Vince to 
remain in school. His decision was already on the table. 
Virgil was signing up for a part of his pay in the form of 
an allotment to Victor. The money was be used to help 
keep Vince in school. A unanimous decision was quickly 
made that Vince would stay in school. Everyone would 
pitch in to make sure that happened. The question that 
remained was what to do about Ben. 
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All of them were proud of Vince. The summer had 
gone well. He and his father had managed to get along 
on their own. Not once had either of them asked for help 
from the others. Now, however, Vince was headed back 
to school and able to work only part time. The warm 
weather would be ending soon. Ben Knight's potential 
to help out financially could also be severely reduced. 
Older and colder were not a combination that served 
Ben Knight kindly. 

Victor said, “Vince, it’s really up to you. Do you 
think you can survive another winter with Papa?” 

Vince surprised them with his response, “It’s not the 
winter that’s bothering me. It’s the springtime.” 

When Vince was asked to explain his statement he 
said. “I’ve been practically guaranteed a starting position 
on the Greengate Varsity Baseball team in the spring. I 
know Papa will never allow me to do that. He’s already 
made that very clear to me. It’s a matter of principal with 
him. And, you all know what that means. Maggie King 
has already told me that I can have her son Kirby's room. 
I’m gonna play ball next season for the high school team 
one way or the other. If you guys can talk Papa into letting 
me play, then me and Papa can stay on at 1108.” 

There followed a period of dead silence. There it 
was. In one sense, it was totally unexpected. However, 
in another way, it was more or less the same question 
that each of them had posed to the others at some time 
in the past fifteen years. The difference, Vince was the 
end of the line. All alternatives other than Ben and Vince 
keeping a family home, had already been discussed and 
dismissed at their last meeting. Ben Knight and Vince 
would simply have to decide their own fate. Ben Knight 
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could elect to live in a nursing home or with a baseball 
player who chose to disobey him. Every one in that room 
knew the answer to that question. 

Victor said, “Look Vince, you know that we want 
you to play ball. We will be happy to pay the bills. We all 
wish that this was only about money. We all know what 
Papa is going to do. We would do anything within our 
power to fix this between you and Papa. That, I’m sorry 
to say, has to be your call, and yours alone. We will love 
you and we'll back you regardless of what you decide.” 

The others nodded in the affirmative and showered 
Vince with hugs and words of support and genuine 
concern. Mollie volunteered to write Virgil and let him 
know what was happening. Everyone also agreed to delay 
the showdown as long as possible. Victor, also agreed 
to check with Vince and Ben on a monthly basis as to 
their financial and other needs. That meeting was over. 
Their next meeting would take place sometime in March 
of 1942, just after Greengate High has its first baseball 
practice scheduled in the season of 1942. That was the 
meeting that none of the nine were looking forward to. 
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CHAPTER 27 
Life Goes On 


AS SUMMER ENDED, THE need for books, clothes, book 
sacks and sundry school supplies bought a sudden end to 
the sale of Bibles. Ben Knight had to borrow money from 
his beloved insurance policy to pay his October insurance 
premium. Of course, no word of this reached Vince's 
ears. Victor, with a little help from the other siblings, 
announced that they would pay 1108's rent until the 
school year ended in May of 1942. 

Vince’s status at school began to improve, both in 
grades and popularity. And, except for the fact that he 
had to work every Friday night, his social life at school 
would have been even better. It was on Friday nights that 
half the whole town turned out to watch Greengate High 
play football. A similar fate caused him to miss Saturday 
football games on the corner lot of his own block. He 
was also forced to forgo invitations to midweek and 
Saturday night parties from classmates and street mates. 
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Nevertheless, the negative aspects of his job also had a 
positive side. To the women of Railroad Street Vince 
Knight had become something of a martyr, a situation 
which was causing some of them to forget some of their 
own differences. 

While Vince was delivering baskets of food to 
Central’s customers, his own neighbors were bringing 
ready made meals to his home. The 1100 block consisted 
of sixteen households. Fourteen of these signed onto a 
month long program that became known as the “Knight 
Night Club.” Once each fourteen days, a participating 
housewife pledged to prepare and deliver an evening 
meal to 1108. The amazing thing about the program was 
that its participants were equally divided between union 
and nonunion families. This was nowhere more evident 
than by the fact that Maggie King and Amanda Queen 
were the program's cosponsors. Something strange was 
happening on Railroad Street. 

There wasn't much that happened on Railroad Street 
that those two women didn’t know about. According 
to each of them, Ben Knight was a villain who cares 
nothing about his son’s education; and even less about 
his happiness and social life. Furthermore, they believed 
that Ben Knight a bigot, one who wasn’t swayed by what 
his own children, neighbors or anyone else thought or 
had to say about his methods of child rearing. All of the 
neighbors had seen Vince play baseball. They knew that 
he not only played the game well; they also knew that he 
loved it. 

On an even more personal note, Vince was one 
of them. He had the potential to become the pride of 
Railroad Street. While it was true that Dennis Queen 
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had become a football star, only the nonunion bunch 
would claim him. Somehow the Knights in general, and 
Vince in particular, had won the hearts of ninety percent 
of the block. Any family in the Knight Night Club 
would give anything to have one of their sons be given 
an opportunity to play baseball in North Carolina’s four 
star high school division. Ben Knight must be won over. 
The street women were waiting for the day when they 
could say. “I knew that boy, Vince Knight. He grew up 
on my street and lived on the same block where I lived.” 
Railroad Street needed and wanted a new hero. 

The strategy of the women of the Railroad Street was 
simple. They not only delivered a delicious meal, they 
bombarded Ben Knight with glowing praises about his 
son's baseball prowess, such as, “Mr. Knight, you must be 
very proud of your son Vince.” Of course, Ben knew what 
they were up to. Ben Knight could guess the rest of the 
their speeches. “Vince is such a wonderful baseball player. 
What an honor for him to be voted the most valuable 
player in his freshman year. Everybody on the street is 
looking forward to watching him play next season for 
the varsity team.” No males delivered the Knight night 
plates. Knight night was strictly a woman thing. More 
particularly, an Amanda Queen, Maggie King thing. Ben 
saved his response for whichever of those two happened 
to be the first to delivered him a meal. Amanda Queen 
and Maggie King were no fools themselves. When 
Amanda showed up with a delicious meal both she and 
Ben Knight were prepared for their meeting. Amanda 
began, 

“Where have you been keeping yourself, I haven't 
seen you out and about lately.” 
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“T thought you'd want to know about Vince. Why are 
you suddenly so interested in me?” 

“Have you seen Mollie lately?” 

“Yes, she came by yesterday and cleaned the house. 
She’s doing fine.” 

“What have you heard from your son Virgil?” 

“T got a letter from him last week. He’s loves it over in 
Hawaii. What about your son Dennis?” 

“Dennis has just completed pilot training. I sure 
hope we stay out of the war. I know Dennis will be in the 
thick of if it does come.” 

“Let's hope that doesn’t happen.” Ben answered. 

“Tell Vince I said hello. I hardly ever see him anymore. 
He works such long hours. He’s a great kid. I know you're 
proud of him.” 

“And, youd love to see him play baseball next spring, 
is that it?” 

“Ben Knight you are the most stubborn man I’ve 
ever met. What are you going to gain by breaking your 
own son's heart? A few dollars? Pride? Show him who's 
boss?” 

“You and Maggie King are fine ones to talk. How 
long has it taken you two to make up? And, what caused 
that to happen? Vince? You're both worried about poor 
Vince. I appreciate that. But whether Vince grows up to 
be a real man or not is my job, not yours. Lord knows you 
women have made your wishes known. My children have 
all told me the same thing. Let Vince do this, let Vince 
do that. For the past fifteen years they've all wanted to 
spoil Vince, too. Tell Maggie King and the other women 
on Railroad Street that they can all go to blazes. Vince is 
going to do what I ask him to do.” 
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Vince had made up his own mind about playing ball 
in the spring. He was willing to make the best of things 
in the meantime. That way, he would have no regrets 
when the showdown came. The weather was wonderful. 
He loved his job. He could sense the tide turning in 
his direction. Casual friends would say. “I know you're 
looking forward to the baseball season.” 

Those were the last days when people fully enjoyed 
their yards. Lawns were not popular among the working 
class during those prewar depression days. No grass to 
mow, no lawn to seed, no weed killer to apply. Yards were 
the place for marble rings, horse shoes and shade trees. 
The leaves didn’t seem to mind the bare earth beneath 
them for they put on the same colorful show that they 
still do today. In those days leaves were raked into piles 
and burned near where they fell. The aroma they gave 
up was unforgettable. Leaf burning time was also a time 
for celebration. Marshmallows and hot dogs roasted, 
neighbors gathered, tales were told and games were 
played while basking in the warm glow and the pungent 
odor of the departing leaves. In the evenings near sunset, 
while Vince made his assigned deliveries, the aroma of 
each pile of burning leaves would last from one pile to 
the next. People would say, “Stop a minute and have a 
hot dog with us.” On his return to the store, Charley 
Maples would often comment, 

“You smell like burning leaves. I wish I was a grocery 
boy again.” 

To which Vince replied, “Give me your apron, boss, 
and its a deal.” 

Vince had made up his mind. He was at peace with 
his job and with himself. He made enough money to buy 
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whatever he needed to face the colder weather ahead. At 
Clara Knight's funeral, Charley Maples told two of Vince's 
sisters to come to the store the day before Thanksgiving 
and pick out whatever they wanted for their family 
meal on Thanksgiving Day. Vince could make that his 
last order on Thanksgiving Eve. Charley told them that 
he was sure the family would have plenty of food from 
friends, neighbors, and church members, for the time 
being. It was a nice gesture and one that spoke well of 
Vince's performance at the store. 

Ofcourse, no one taking part in this minor melodrama 
on Railroad Street had any idea what would happen 
before Greengate High’s baseball coach would say, “All 
right you guys, twice around the outfield, let’s hustle.” 
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Thanksgiving Surprise 


WHEN THE “LET’s EAT” call came, Vince was 
dispatched to run next door and tell Maggie and Arthur 
that Thanksgiving dinner is ready. As Vince opened his 
front door he noticed that Albert Taylor, the rubber gun 
general’s father was knocking on the King’s front door. 
This was a totally unexpected sight. Vince slipped out 
of sight and waited and watched. Maggie King stepped 
out on the porch and said. “Good morning, Mr. Taylor, 
happy Thanksgiving to you. Won't you come in.” 

Vince reported this to his family. While the other 
Knight's ate, Vince watched and waited from his living 
room window. His guess was that Mr. Taylor's visit was 
going to be a short one. However, when Maggie King 
offered a seat, Albert Taylor readily accepted. 

“T came over to wish you a happy Thanksgiving 
and thank for your support during the loss of our son. 
I have just been notified that my request for transfer to 
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Jacksonville, Florida has been approved. We'll be moving 
as early as next week.” 

Henry Taylor was critically injured when the car 
he was driving was involved in a head on collision with 
an oncoming car during a driving rain storm on one of 
North Carolina's two lane roads. Henry died several days 
later in a Duke University Hospital in Durham, North 
Carolina. During this time Arthur King and his mother 
made several trips, a distance of more than a hundred 
miles, to be with Henry’s parents. Amanda Queen did 
the same. 

“We were happy to do what little we did.” Maggie 
responded. 

“The real reason I came over today was that I may 
have something to tell you that we believe will help 
repay you for your kindness to us. ” Albert Taylor’s words 
came in a voice filled with emotion. “On the day Henry 
died.” he continued, “Henry told his mother and I that 
he had something important to tell us. We knew that 
Henry was fighting for his life. So, we encouraged him 
to save his strength. Henry was persistent and said that it 
was something that he wanted us to know. I will always 
remember the words that Henry told us. My wife and I 
leaned near him. We sensed that these would be his last. 
This is what Henry told us.” 

“On the day before Mr. Queen and Mr. King were 
killed I spotted Mr. Queen standing on King’s front 
porch. Everyone on the street knew that Mr. Queen and 
Mr. King were no longer friendly with each other. I knew 
that something important was happening. The street was 
empty. All the other kids who lived on the street were in 
school. My school was closed that day. A few minutes 
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earlier I'd seen both Mrs. King and Mrs. Queen drive 
away. I knew that Alton King was at work and Arthur 
would probably be sleeping. As soon as Mr. Queen went 
inside the King house, I ran over and climbed up the big 
linden tree and waited. I waited a long time, and was 
about to climb down when the two men came out onto 
Mr. King’s porch.” 

“They came down the steps together and headed 
toward the tree. Mr. King was doing most of the talking. 
Suddenly the pair stopped four feet below the spot where 
I was sitting. I was shocked to hear Mr. Queen say. 

“T don’t have but a few months to live anyway.” 

“You cant be sure of that Russ.” Roger King 
admonished. 

“I am not going to have my family stand by and watch 
me die a slow painful death.” Russell Queen asserted. 

“Listen Russ, I appreciate you telling me about the 
run to Northport tomorrow. But, I can’t standby and do 
nothing while you kill yourself.” 

“You don’t understand Rog. This is my big chance 
to do something for you and the rest of the people who 
are out on strike. And, this is my chance to see that my 
family is well cared for after I’m gone. The best thing you 
can do tomorrow is stay away from my locomotive. The 
men hugged each other. Then each of them went to his 
own house. As soon as they went indoors, I came down 
and went home.” 

“I asked Henry why he waited this long to tell us?’ 

“Henry told us that he hated both the Queens and 
Kings because every kid in the neighborhood idolized 
one of them. But, nobody on the street liked him. So, he 
wanted the Kings and Queens to keep on hating each 
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other too. But when Mrs. Queen, you and Arthur drove 
all the way to Duke Hospital to see him and prayed that 
God would heal him, Henry said that he couldn’t hate 
any of you anymore.” 

“Those were the very last words that my son spoke. 
As you both know, my wife and I never took one side or 
the other in the streets King and Queen dispute. We've 
always tried to mind our own business and left it up to 
others to do the same. But both you and Amanda Queen 
came to us during our greatest hour of need. No one in 
our family had done anything to deserve that from either 
of you. We believe that Henry wanted us to share his 
secret with you.” 

“Thank you for sharing it with us. It is an answer to 
our prayers. Now, that we know this happened, we can 
fill in the blanks. What Henry told you, and you have 
passed along to us sheds a bright light on the darkest 
chapter of our lives. We thank Henry, you and your wife, 
from the bottom on our hearts.” 

“Well, Pll be going now. Happy Thanksgiving to 
you.” 

After watching Mr. Taylor leave the Kings, Vince 
went over and knocked on their door. 

“I came to tell you folks that dinner is being served 
over at 1108.” 

“Oh, that’s right. I guess we forgot.” Maggie answered. 
“Please tell your family that something very important 
has happened and Arthur and I need some time right 
now to talk. We really appreciated the invitation. Tell 


them not to worry about us, nothing is wrong. We're just 
fine.” 
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“What if I bring a couple of plates over in a little 
while. Will that be OK?” 

“Sure, if you like, that will be fine.” 

Later that afternoon, Vince carried a box loaded with 
two heaping plates over to the King’s. There, he found 
Arthur and his mother where he'd left them. This time, 
both seemed thankful for food and company. Arthur 
brought a card table into the living room. Maggie fetched 
a tablecloth and condiments. The two soon began to 
eat. 

“You see that machine over there?” Arthur asked. 

Vince crossed the room and stopped in front of a 
strange looking device that Arthur was pointing toward. 
“This?” 

“Yep, do you know what that is?” Arthur prompted. 

“Nope, I have no idea.” 

Arthur was acting strangely, even childish. Vince was 
wondering what in the world is happening. Vince rightly 
guessed that it had to do with Mr. Taylor's visit. 

“That, my boy is my father’s Dictaphone.” Arthur 
continued. 

“What does it do?” 

“You talk to it and it records your voice.” 

“Why did your father want a machine like this? Did 
it have something to do with his work?” 

“Yes, in a way it did. My father used that Dictaphone 
for telling us all goodbye.” 

Arthur King’s voice made it obvious that he was 
riding a sea of emotional waves. While he was struggling 
to regain his composure, Vince asked. 


“Why didn’t he just didn’t tell you guys goodbye?” 
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“Unless you knew my dad you would never 
understand. My father was the kindest, most loving 
man in this world. He was a conductor on the Central’s 
Main Line. He would dead-head to either Florence, 
South Carolina or Richmond, Virginia to start his next 
passenger run between those two cities. This meant he 
would often leave home at very odd hours. And, if any of 
us were not at home or sleeping when it was time for him 
to leave, he would leave us a message on his Dictaphone. 
He would tell us that he loved us, when we could expect 
him to be back home and always said for us boys to be 
good.” 

Such tender, touching revelations from a person who 
Vince thought was made of cast iron were making goose 
bumps rise on the back of his neck. 

There were four cylinders in the tray of the machine. 
Arthur picked one of these and handed it to Vince. It 
was about the size of a six.ounce pop bottle. Arthur took 
the cylinder from Vince and pushed it onto a spindle 
located near the top of the device. A foot operated pedal 
started the cylinder rotating. For about a minute, Arthur 
continued to explain the operations of the machine while 
speaking into the horn end of a tube attached to the 
apparatus. A minute later, the process was reversed and 
the Dictaphone was sending Arthur's description of the 
machine back into the room. Another push on the foot 
pedal and the recording stopped. Arthur picked up the 
conversation again. 

“Thanks for bringing over the food Vince. Why don't 
you run along home now. Tell your folks that the dinner 
was wonderful. Mama and I still have a lot more talking 
to do.” 
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As soon as Vince left, words continued to pour out of 
the normally taciturn Maggie King. 

“This is the way it must have happened. Russell 
told Roger about the bogus work train that he and his 
crew were taking to Northport on the coast early the 
next morning. There, his train would be loaded with 
hundreds of scab workers and heavily armed railroad 
police bound for the Central Shops. Russell Queen was 
scheduled to be the locomotive engineer on that run. 
He must have told Roger that he was going to stop the 
train just before it cleared the swamps of eastern North 
Carolina. This would have been music to the ears of the 
union sympathizers.” 

“Even though they were on opposite sides, Roger and 
Russell shared a common goal. Both wanted to see the 
strike settled fairly. Russell probably confessed to Roger 
that he knew that it was wrong for the Railroad to shut 
his neighbors out of decent jobs for the sake of a few 
dollars. Russell could see that many of his neighbors were 
going hungry. Safety rules inside the shops were being 
ignored. Accidents were on the increase. Even so, Russell 
Queen also had a more personal stake in the mission than 
ending the bitter labor dispute.” 

“Russell planned to blow up the locomotive and 
make it look like an accident. Now, thanks to the Taylors’ 
we know that Russell shared this plan with Roger. This 
also explains the mystery of no final message on the 
Dictaphone. Russell knew about the Dictaphone from 
the days when they were best of friends. He must have 
extracted a promise from Roger from the outset that the 
machine would not be used. Only after that promise was 
made would the planning continue. Once that was done, 
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Russell told Roger about the fact that he was dying and 
that it was critical that his death be ruled as an accident. 
That way, Amanda would collect from both his insurance 
policy and the Central Railroad Company. Maggie King 
knew her husband well enough to know that he would 
try everything within his power to keep Russell from 
taking his own life. Roger believed that it was a sin to 
commit suicide. In the end, both Russell and Roger died 
doing what they thought was right. What good will it do 
for us to continue this feud.” 

“Russell Queen was a decent man. I believe that he 
gave Roger the same chance he gave the others in his 
crew, The locomotive’s fireman, brakemen and flagman 
all testified that Russell encouraged them to make their 
escape. There was a lot of shooting and confusion. Russell 
told the others in his crew that he had been wounded and 
would only slow them down. I believe that Russell gave 
his life for his family, while sparing them the agony of 
watching him die a slow painful death. His death would 
put his family on a path to financial independence. I now 
believe that my Roger chose to give his life trying to save 
Russell's. Thanks to Henry Taylor and his parents, I’m 
satisfied that Russell and Roger each knew what the other 
was planning to do. I’m ready and willing to let it go at 
that.” 

“Now that we know what happened and why it 
happened. This even explains why Roger, for the first 
time did not leave a goodbye message on his Dictaphone. 
I know Roger would have wanted us to know what he 
planned to do. I’m sure he and Russell discussed that 
very subject and Roger probably promised his friend 
that he would not leave a message. The success of the 
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entire plan could have gone up in smoke at the slightest 
slip of a tongue. Russell’s stake was even more critical. It 
was known in the neighborhood that Amanda had been 
trying to persuade Russell to apply for disability. Russell 
Queen was running out of time in more ways that one.” 

“Dont you think we ought to go over and ask Mr. 
Taylor not to mention this to Amanda? There is no telling 
how she will take the news.” Maggie added. 

“Tl do that for you Mama.” Arthur said. 

Mr. Taylor met Arthur at the door. “Come in.” Albert 
Taylor said, “we’ve been expecting you.” 

Arthur was caught off guard by the unexpected 
answer, but quickly recovered and asked, “ How so?” 

“You came to ask me not to discuss this with Mrs. 
Queen didn’t you?” 

“Why yes, that’s what I came. How did you know?” 

“Because when I told Mrs. Queen, she said exactly 
the same thing.” 

Vince answered the phone. “This is Arthur King 
speaking. This is an order. There is something going on 
outside that all you Knights have just gotta see.” 

Knights poured out of the steps of 1108 and soon 
joined the crowd gathered under the big tree. Amanda 
Queen, Maggie King and most of the neighbors were 
already there dancing and swaying to big band music that 
was pouring from the radio on King Arthur's bench. 


147 


CHAPTER 29 
The Train Station 


THE NEWS REACHED RAILROAD Street in the middle 
of the sleepy, dreary Sunday afternoon of December 7, 
1941. It came first by radio. From there it spread out into 
and along the street. The shock wave that began in Hawaii 
’ was being felt on the 1100 block of Railroad Street. Not 
much was being said, mostly head shakings, somber faces 
and the grunts and groans of shared sorrow, disbelief and 
dismay. When it was learned that President Roosevelt 
was going to speak, everyone returned to their radios. All 
ears and eyes were glued to those instruments much in 
the manner as one watches wide screen television today. 
By the middle of the week, America had declared war on 
both the Japanese Empire and Germany. In Greengate, 
the impact of the events following the Japanese attack on 
Pearl Harbor and the declarations of war that followed 
were more evident at the train station than any other 
place in the city. 
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Locals flocked to the train station to pick up stranded 
soldiers and sailors and take them home for a meal, a 
movie or a place to sleep. Within days, the Masonic 
Temple, the most impressive structure in town, was soon 
sporting a banner across its massive porch. 

“USO Club, Servicemen Welcome”. 

During their first hectic days of the war, many service 
men were traveling under orders which included delays 
in route clauses. Travel by rail or bus was somewhat catch 
as catch can and transfers often meant long waits. ‘The 
city of Greengate was laid out as a place that was waiting 
for this very moment in time. Main Street was divided 
by the north-south main rail line between New York 
to Florida. The train station was on the north side of 
the tracks. The Trailways bus station was located on the 
south side of the tracks. The two stations were less than 
a hundred yards apart. East-bound tracks and highways 
connected Greengate to Marine and Navy bases; while 
westward ones connected Greengate to Army bases in 
both Carolinas. The train station quickly became a vital 
hub and a personal bottleneck for soldiers and sailors 
trying to reach their next duty station. Nearby cafes and 
hotels were unable to accommodate the hundreds of new 
customers. The citizens of Greengate quickly solved the 
problem with a wave of hospitality that lasted throughout 
the war. Railroad Street had the added advantage of being 
within walking distance of the station. This allowed 
families without automobiles to do their part too. Other 
things were happening on Railroad Street too. On 
Tuesday, December 10, Amanda Queen received a letter 
dated five days earlier from her son Dennis.. December 


5, 1941 
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Dear Mom, It was great to hear 
the news that you and Mrs. King are 
friends again. This is news that I have 
been hoping and praying for most of 
my life. I am now stationed at Walker 
Air Force Base, which is located near the 
city of Roswell, New Mexico. There are 
plenty of wide open spaces around this 
place. We are learning to fly large long 
range airplanes that will be used to bomb 
enemy targets. I am with a great group of 
airmen. We are all here because we love 
to fly and are eager to help our country 
win this war, if and when it comes. I was 
hoping to come home for Christmas, but 
all leaves have been canceled. All the guys 
here enjoyed the care package of goodies 
you sent. Take care of yourself and tell 
everyone on the block that I hope to see 
them soon. Thanks for all you have done 
for me. Your loving son, Dennis. 


On Wednesday, December 11, 1941, Kirby King 
phoned his mother with the exciting news that she and 
his brothers were invited to attend his graduation from 
“Jump” school at Fort Bragg on January 10, 1942. His 
unit would enter the parade field ceremonies by parachute 
from ten thousand feet above the parade stands. Kirby 
was excited. He was even more excited when he learned 
that the long Railroad Street feud was finally over. 
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Meanwhile, the Knights had been waiting anxiously 
for word from Virgil. On Thursday, December 12, news 
arrived via telegram. 

From: Office of Henry L. Stimson, 
United States Secretary of War, 

Wednesday, Dec. 11, 1941 

To: Mr. Benjamin E Knight: 

The Secretary of War regrets to 
inform you that your son, Pfc. Virgil A. 
Knight was killed during the Japanese 
air attack on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii on 
December 7, 1941. Your son was killed 
when a bomb delivered by Japanese 
aircraft struck the truck he was driving. 
You will be visited by officials from the 
United States War Department within 
five days from this date. These agents 
will provide information regarding death 
benefits, burial arrangements and answer 
questions you may have. 

As Greengate’s first casualty of the war, Virgil Knight 
became an instant celebrity. His picture made the front 
page of The Greengate Gazette. Before the week was over, 
everyone in the city could tell you where Virgil went to 
school, worked, attended church, and what his hobbies 
were. The decision was made to bury Virgil in Hawaii 
among his fallen comrades. A memorial service in his 
honor was held at the Crossroad Baptist Church. The 
church could hold only a fraction of those wishing to 
attend. The service was also broadcast over the radio. 

Ben Knight had little to say during the hectic days 
since receiving word that his son had been killed. At 
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most, Ben would say that Virgil was a good boy and that 
he was proud of him. News of Virgil’s death and sacrifice 
subsided after a couple of weeks. A gold star hanging in 
the front window of 1108 Railroad Street soon became 
the only constant reminder of the price that Virgil Knight 
paid. 

Ben Knight received five thousand dollars from the 
United States of America. Virgil could have doubled his 
death benefit for few dollars per month deducted from 
his pay, but, Virgil Knight had not planned on being 
killed. Even so, five thousand dollars was more money 
than Ben Knight had ever seen in his entire life. On 
Christmas day each of Ben’s remaining children received 
five hundred dollars from their father. Vince's gift was 
in the form of a trust fund that he would be eligible to 
receive on his eighteenth birthday. The remaining five 
hundred was placed in an escrow account that was set up 
pay Ben’s beloved insurance policy each year in advance. 
‘The remainder, if any, upon Ben’s death would be used to 
pay Ben’s debts. Then, If any was left, it was to be divided 
among his remaining nine children. All of Ben’s children 
objected, but their father never lost an argument with 
his children. “This money is rightfully yours as much as 
mine.” Ben told them, and that was that. 

On Christmas Day, two men in army uniforms 
attended Crossroads Church with Vince and his family. 
Later, those soldiers, along with several others that were 
being hosted by other church members, entertained 
themselves in a game room that had been hurriedly set in 
Crossroad Baptist’s basement. Meanwhile Vince’s sisters 
were busily preparing Christmas Dinner. This scene was 
being repeated throughout Greengate and nearby farms 
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and villages. Entertaining service men was a two-way 
experience; citizens and service men met a vital need 
in each other. In the case of Railroad Street, complete 
strangers bonded instantly on a street where next door 
neighbors were speaking to each other for the first time 
in years. Thus, the war came to Greengate by way of the 
train station. It was a wonderful thing to be a part of 
that part of the war experience. The train station was 
also a goodbye place. It was one thing to say goodbye to 
a stranger and yet another to say goodbye to one your 
own. Three Greengate’s Knights would soon replace their 
fallen brother in the uniform of their country. 
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Adjusting 


PUBLIC SCHOOLS WERE CLOSED during the week 
between Christmas and New Year's Day. Vince was 
working a regular eight hour shift during that week. 
Work was good therapy for Vince. The loss of mother 
and brother changed the usually outspoken Vince into 
a virtual recluse. His two closest friends were suddenly 
gone. Family and friends tried to cheer the forlorn boy, 
but nothing seem to fill the emptiness. On Monday 
night, Vince heard a once familiar noise outside. It was 
the sound that a big truck makes when they are parking 
and the air brakes are being set or released. Vince looked 
out of the living room window to see a huge sixteen wheel 
truck covering the entire width of 1108. On the side of 
the monstrous vehicle was the word The GREEN LINE, 
the logo was the same as the one that graced the side of 
the rig that Virgil Knight once drove. 
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Moments later two men, dressed in business suits 
were at the door. Vince recognized both. Mr. Green, the 
man in the most expensive suit, owned The Green Line 
trucking company. Jim Braswell, like Virgil, was one of 
Green's truck drivers and a close friend of Vince's dead 
brother. Mr. Green and the truck driver were invited into 
the only heated room in the house. Mr. Green expressed 
his condolences and presented Ben with a check for one 
hundred dollars. 

“I gave all my drivers one of these as a Christmas 
bonus this year. At our Christmas party, someone 
suggested that we include Virgil. Your son was a good 
man, and all us at the company miss him.” 

Vince watched a tear drop make its way down his 
father’s cheek. Ben attempted to speak, but no word 
could made it past the lump in his throat. Mr. Green 
then turned to Vince. 

“We didn’t forget you either Vince. We all know how 
you used to love to go on trips with your big brother. 
Jim, here is leaving on a trip to the Pepsi Cola plant in 
Long Island, New York on Wednesday. He will spending 
two nights in a hotel and returning on Friday. Could you 
arrange your schedule so that you could go with him? 
This was Jim’s idea. He says he'd love to have you along.” 

“Wow. That will be wonderful. I’ll have to check with 
my boss at the grocery store where I work, but I think I 
can make it.” 

“O.K. If we don’t hear anything different from 
you Vince, Jim will pick you up here at six o'clock on 
Wednesday morning.” The two visitors soon climbed 
into the cab and the big rig roared to life again. A huge 
semi-tractor truck parked in front of 1108 did not go 
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unnoticed up and down the block. What was it doing 
there? A question that was too big to be ignored. Vince 
soon quashed the most prevalent rumor that the Knights 
were about to move. 

Virgil provided Vince with a view of the world. Many 
of the working class people of eastern North Carolina 
had only made it as far as the Atlantic Ocean. A trip to 
the Atlantic beaches was a status symbol for the average 
citizen of places like Railroad Street. Even the poorest 
of the poor somehow managed to make it to the beach 
at least once during the summer. In order to prove that 
they had been there, everybody also managed to get a 
severe case of sunburn. Getting blistered, dealing with 
the pain and peeling skin was a natural part of growing 
up poor in eastern Carolina Only the rich could afford 
sun screen or make it to the mountains, lakes, big cities 
and far away places. Thanks to his big brother, however, 
Vince traveled to places that most of the poor kids knew 
only from books. Vince had seen the beautiful mountains 
of North Carolina, Virginia and Tennessee, and all the 
big American cities along the Atlantic Coast. Granted, 
eating and sleeping at truck stops may not have been for 
everyone. To Vince it was wonderful. 

Jim Braswell not only looked like Virgil, he was 
similar in other ways, too. Both were easy going and 
loved driving the big rigs. During the three day trip 
with Jim, Vince was literally taken back in time. He and 
Jim ate at the same truck stops and cafes where he and 
Virgil had eaten. The route north included a trip on the 
Cape Charles Ferry near the mouth of the Chesapeake 
Bay. The one hour ferry ride landed them on the Eastern 
Shore, otherwise known as the DelMarVa Peninsula, so 
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named for the parts of three states it separated from the 
mainland. This rural area was dotted with truck farms 
and fishing villages. They made several stops to deliver 
fertilizer to farm supply stores along the way. 

After a long day on the road, they dropped their trailer 
off at the Pepsi Plant on Long Island, New York where it 
would be loaded by teamsters during the following day. 
The next afternoon they saw a movie at the same theater 
where Vince and Virgil had visited a couple of years 
earlier. Later they returned to the Pepsi Plant where their 
trailer had been loaded by union stevedores with barrels 
of Pepsi syrup. They spent Thursday night at a truck stop 
in New Jersey. Vince lay in his bunk that night listening 
to the sounds peculiar to that place. Heavy snoring was 
promising to keep him awake. Suddenly an even heavier 
downpour of rain began to pound the roof near the upper 
bunk where he lay. That pampering sound did the work 
of a dozen sleeping pills. Vince was soon fast asleep. In 
this blissful state, he was taken back in time. There, he 
saw his mother burning sulfur candles, a move designed 
to kill bed bugs and other crawling insects before moving 
her family into an old shack of house. And, then he saw 
sixteen year old Virgil’s tearful goodbye as he left school 
and home to take a job driving an oil delivery route in 
Greengate so that his parents and younger siblings would 
continue to have a home. When Vince awoke his pity 
party was over. He greeted his host the next morning 
with the words, “I don’t know about you, Jim, but, I’m 
ready to go home.” Jim Braswell answered in kind, by 
saying, “Me, too.” 
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That’s Him 


VINCE RETURNED TO GREENGATE High after the 
holidays. From the outside, the place looked the same 
as it did in 1941. Once inside, however, Vince began to 
wonder if he were in the right place. The same Vince 
Knight, who had spent entire school days without being 
noticed, was being smothered with attention. 

“That's him,” was a half whispered phrase that Vince 
heard over and over as he walked the halls or sat in class. 
The phrase actually meant, “That’s the boy whose brother 
was killed at Pearl Harbor.” Teachers, aware that this was 
happening, attempted to mitigate the situation by asking 
students to respect Vince's privacy. Vince really didn’t 
mind. In a way the attention gave him the feeling that 
his brother was with him. A brother who used to plow 
farmer's fields for a dollar a day. Vince was remembering 
the times when he and one of his sisters would walk a mile 
in the hot noon sun to take Virgil a mason jar of water 


158 


There is a Way 


and a bucket of molasses biscuits and boiled potatoes. 
Virgil never made it to high school. Instead, he and the 
other sibling left school and gave up their chances so that 
the younger ones got an education. That's what Vince 
wanted them to know. But, Vince didn’t know how to 
explain that to city kids without making Virgil come off 
as being a fool or a saint. He was thinking. 

“How can I explain something that I don’t understand 
myself. I just know that it has to do with Papa's control 
over his children. Papa is planning to do the same with 
me when I try out for the baseball team in a couple 
of months. Why? ‘Thanks to Virgil’s insurance and 
Christmas bonus, there’s no shortage of money. Mama is 
dead. There’s nobody left for me to save except Papa and 
his insurance policy is paid up. Why does this baseball 
business continue to be a stone around both of our 
necks? Are we both crazy? What's wrong with me playing 
baseball for the high school? Didn't my brothers and 
sisters drop out ot school so that I could make something 
of myself?” 

There had been a war between the Kings and Queens 
of Railroad Street. Apparently, for some reason that Vince 
did not understand, that war was over. Some people said 
that the Great Depression had been a war with poverty. 
Now, World War II, the biggest war that the world had 
ever seen was raging. In spite of the death of his brother 
and the daily headlines and broadcasts and talk on the 
street, Vince was much more concerned. with his private 
war with his father. That war had to do with playing 
baseball for the high school team. That war had also been 
declared and was raging in the soul of Vincent Knight. 
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On January 10, 1942, Arthur, Perry and Maggie King 
went by train to Fort Bragg and watched Kirby parachute 
onto the parade field along with forty nine other proud 
graduates. It was a pass or fail type of exam. All passed 
with flying colors. When the Kings returned home there 
was a letter from the draft board address to Mr. Richard 
Arthur King in their mail box. 1-A Arthur knew that 
he would be next. Within ten days, two more “Dear Sir 
You Have Been Selected” salutations had been delivered 
to Railroad Street. Arthur was examined in February of 
1942. Due to the fact that his job was rated as essential 
to the war effort, Arthur was given a sixty day deferment. 
Vince's brother Jack was also examined during the month 
of February. Jack worked in an automobile body shop. 
Within two weeks Jack reported for basic training. 
During these hectic months, with the war going badly, 
everything else took back seat to the war effort. To these 
traumatic events Vince Knight was hardly more than a 
mere spectator. His mind was consumed with his own 
problem; the showdown between him and his father. 

Meanwhile Ben Knight had yet a different complaint 
against the war. “They ain't left me a confounded thing 
to sell.” 
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The Bold Type 


THAT DAY FINALLY ARRIVED. At breakfast Vince broke 
the news to his father. “I’ve quit my job, Papa. My last 
day will be this coming Saturday. Next Monday I start 
playing baseball for the high school team.” 

“I kind of figured that you might come up with 
something like this.” 

“T’ve talked to the rest of the family. They all think 
that it’s all right if I play ball until school is out. After 
all, it’s only for a couple of months. I can get another job 
then.” 

“You're really thought you'd pull another big one over 
on me didn’t you boy?” 

“No, Papa; it ain’t that.” 

“Then what do you call it. I told you no more baseball, 
didn’t I?” 

“Yes Sir, but a lot has happened since then. Things 
have changed.” 
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“Go on, tell me what’s happened since we made an 
agreement about your ball playing? That hasn't changed 
has it?” 

Clara Knight would not be coming home. No need 
to make an earthly home for her. Virgil’s insurance and 
Christmas bonus were enough to keep Ben going for 
years, but Ben chose to give most of it away. Those were 
things that Vince wanted to say. Vince knew it was no 
use. 

“Tl be looking around for another place for you to 
work. Pour me another cup of coffee.” 

Round one was over. Vince's hell week had begun. 

The war news was no better, but too far away for 
him to worry about. Even the news that his own brother, 
Howard, had been drafted and would be reporting to 
boot camp in ten days was not particularly alarming. 
Vince's war was with his father. Somehow the week 
passed; the longest week of Vince's life. On Friday night, 
he was surprised to find that his father was waiting up for 
him. He knew by his father’s countenance that he had 
big news. 

“Confound it boy if I haven't landed the best job 
in town for you. On Monday you go to work at Kelly’s 
Drug Store. And, you won't be no delivery boy either. 
You're gonna work behind the soda fountain. Mr. Kelly 
says that he’s heard you are smart and a hard worker. He 
says that if you work at it, you can be head of the soda 
fountain in no time. Just think, you won't have to get out 
in the weather. The work is steady. You can work part 
time until school is out and then full time in the summer. 
You----- ca--n.” 
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Vince interrupted, saying, “I’m not going to work at 
the drug store Papa.” 

“You found a better job, eh. Tell me about it.” 

“I didn’t find another job Papa. It’s just that I can’t 
do that kind of work. Besides, I’m gonna play ball after 
school next week.” 

Ben Knight was still a powerful man. The back of 
his hand hit Vince across the face so hard that it caused 
Vince to stumble backward and fall to the floor. Ben's 
hand was an inferno of pain. The pain was so severe that 
it was several seconds before he could speak. 

“You will go to the drug store on Monday after school.” 
With that said, Ben left the room. Vince could hear his 
bumping shuffling retreat from his sitting position in the 
middle of the kitchen floor. 

That was the first night of his life that Vince had not 
slept. When he came home at midnight on Saturday he 
was completely spent. Sheer force of habit made him go 
through the motions of at least looking at his Sunday 
School lesson. His quarterly had lain all week undisturbed 
where it had been since the previous Sunday. He flipped 
the pages to the date March 22. The title of the lesson 
was “Children Obey Your Parents.” That's all he needed 
to see. The focal verses were in bold print, otherwise his 
vision would have been too blurred from the lack of sleep 
to see them. 


Ephesians 6: verses 1-4 


1. Children, obey your parents in the 
Lord: for this is right. 
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2. Honor thy father and mother; which 
is the first commandment with 
promise. 

3. That it may be well with thee, and 
thou mayest live long on the earth. 

4. And, ye fathers, provoke not your 
children to wrath: but bring them 
up in the nurture and admonition 


of the Lord. 


Vince was thinking, “Even God is against me, three 
verses to one.” 

That was the extent of Vince’s Sunday School 
preparation for that week. Sheer exhaustion took control. 
The next thing Vince saw or heard was his father entering 
his room. He was in no mood for a chat with him, so he 
lay still beneath the covers; in spite of the fact that this 
was a very odd invasion. Vince and his father had their 
differences, but his father respected his son’s privacy. 
Vince couldn’t remember ever seeing his father in his 
room before that moment. 

From Ben's perspective, entering Vince’s room was 
equally puzzling. Ben made his way to Vince’s chest of 
drawers where Vince’s open Sunday School quarterly was 
lying just as he'd left it. Ben Knight was drawn to the 
bold print and began to read aloud. Ben Knight never 
had learned to read silently. Anyone close by when he was 
reading would be read to even if if they didn’t want to be 
read to. This time, however, Vince was a very interested 
listener. Finally, Ben read verse four. Then, as if to make 
sure he hadn't missed anything, he read verse four again. 
Ben left the room without having spoken except for the 
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involuntarily words written in bold print from Vince's 
quarterly. 

Vince was thinking, “Maybe he’s seen the light. 
Maybe God sent him in here to get the word.” Vince 
could hear his father puttering around in the kitchen. He 
waited until he could smell coffee being perked before 
joining his father in the kitchen. Vince took heart that 
his father may have gotten the message that was explicitly 
addressed to him. However, breakfast came and went 
without a word about baseball, Bible, or the drug store. 

On Sunday afternoon it rained. No ball players were 
on the corner lot. Instead, Vince visited his siblings. He 
wanted them to see his black eye and swollen lip. All of 
them offered sympathy, but none offered advice or offered 
to speak with his father on his behalf. 

While breakfast was pleasant enough Monday, Vince 
waited in vain for a reprieve. Vince left home with his 
baseball glove and shoes and a change of clothes stuffed 
in an old pillow case. His father was on the front porch 
when Vince walked passed. 

“See you later Papa,” Vince managed. 

“Bye son. This is a big day for both of us isn’t it?” 

“Yes sir, it sure is.” 

World War II was an ugly deadly war: thousands 
were being killed each day. Vince wondered if God even 
knew or cared about the war between he and his father; 
a fifteen year old war that was going to end one way or 
another this very day. 

Gym class included an announcement that the City 
of Greengate had given Greengate High School the 
privilege of using the city owned baseball stadium. ‘The 
professional class B baseball team that had been leased 


165 


William M. Davenport 


the stadium from the city had been disbanded because of 
the war. Greengate High baseball practice would begin 
today at municipal stadium at four o’clock. Greengate 
Stadium was the most beautiful place Vince had ever 
seen. Perfect. He couldn't imagine the Garden of Eden 
being more magnificent. Vince planned to be there. 

Due to his job at Central Market, Vince had been 
granted an early release from school. He was free to 
leave forty-five minutes early. Vince headed toward the 
ballpark. The route led across Main Street. At Whaley’s 
Furniture Store showcase he halted. He stood looking 
into a full length mirror. What he was hoping to see was 
a big league baseball prospect. What he saw however was 
a very sad, very poor, very frightened fifteen year old. A 
few steps ahead lay the crossroads of his life. A right turn 
would put him on a course to Kelly's Drug Store, several 
store fronts away. Straight ahead lay the railroad tracks 
and Greengate Stadium. The sidewalk widened when it 
reached Main Street. Vince moved straight ahead. One 
minute later Vince would be beyond the railroad tracks. 
Kelly’s Drug Store would be behind him. 

At that moment a familiar bell began to clang. The 
crossing gates were coming down. Vince could do nothing 
except wait. Moments later a troop train, loaded with 
soldiers was flashing past him. Up and down the street 
people were waving, whistling. Others stood quietly; 
right hands on their hearts. The soldiers were waving, 
too. Vince’s mind returned to the words in bold print. 
“Children, obey your parents.” The young men passing 
by were not going to their Greengate Stadiums. They 
were obeying orders. God said to Vince, “Obey your 
parents.” 
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Vince entered the drug store and stopped at the 
magazine rack. Maybe he could figure out some way to 
move it so that customers could see it from the street and 
be drawn into the store. He looked around at the soda 
fountain. Something needed to be done to make it more 
accessible to smaller kids. Just then a man tapped him on 
his shoulder. 

“Is you name Vince Knight?” 

eYesesit.- 

“Your father called here a few minutes ago and left a 
message for you. He wants you to go home right away.” 

“What else did he say. Did he say what’s wrong?” 

“No. He said that you are to come home right 
away.” 

“What about my job? I’m supposed to start work 
here today!” 

“Why don’t you run along home now.” 

Vince was soon doing that very thing. Everyone 
stared at the sight of the running boy. The pillow case 
slung over his shoulder had the appearance of being 
loaded with loot from a burglary. A passing policeman 
must have thought the same. He ordered Vince to stop. 
After a short discussion with the officer, Vince jumped 
in the squad car. Vince was thinking that his father may 
be dead. A nighmarish scenarios filled the boy’s spinning 
head. “Maybe, he died without knowing that I went to 
the drug store. That would be just like him. Vince knew 
that his father was not afraid of dying, especially now 
that his insurance policy was paid up.” 

They arrived at 1108 with siren blaring. A crowd 
now appeared from nowhere in zero time. Vince and the 
officer rushed past them and entered Ben's bedroom to 
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find Ben Knight sitting in his favorite rocker. He was 
dressed in his coat of many colors. 
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CHAPTER 33 
aN Dream Comes True 


BEN KNIGHT'S COAT OF many colors was only worn 

on very special occasions. It had been given to him by his 

children for Christmas the year that Vince was born. 
Vince asked. “Are you all right Papa?” 

“I’m fine son.” And to the policeman, Ben said, 
“Thank you officer for bringing my son home. I didn't 
want to make him late for his baseball game, but I had 
something here I wanted to give him before he goes to 
the ball field. Do you think maybe you can give him one 
more ride?” 

“Sure, no problem sir. I'll be glad to take your boy 
to the ball park. It isn’t very often that I get calls of this 
sort.” 

“Hold on for a second son.” 

Ben made his way to the old trunk next to his bed. 
The lid had been left in the up position. Reaching in, Ben 
Knight pulled out a brand new baseball cap, and handing 
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it to Vince said. “If you’re gonna be a dad burned ball 
player, you might as well look like one.” 

“What about my job at the drug store?” 

“Which had you rather do, son. Work at the soda 
fountain or play ball?” 

“Play ball, you know that Papa.” 

Vince raised the cap to his head. He had no idea that 
it was going to fit. It was perfect. Vince ran to his father. 
It was the very first time the two had ever hugged. 

“Now get out of here before I change my mind.” 

“Did you think your dad’s was really gonna change 
his mind?” the policeman asked when they were both in 
the squad car and on their way to the ball park. 

“If my father changes his mind now, it will be only 
the second time in his entire life that he’s done that.” 

At the ball park, Vince noticed that all the other team 
prospects had on caps sporting the school colors or logos. 
Vince was glad that the coach didn’t complain that his cap 
was different from the others. He would have insisted on 
wearing that cap on that day, even to the point of quitting 
the team ifit came to that. After all, there are some things 
a guy has to do, simply as a matter of principal. Vince 
was overwhelmed with joy. 

Vince had spent many a summer afternoon in the 
top of the big tree, from which he could see the stadium 
and watch the match stick sized players. In the tree top 
solitude, he'd dreamed of playing there someday. Now, 
that day was here. It was perfect. It had the greenest grass 
he ever stepped on, a manicured infield, a real mound 
and white as snow foul lines reaching from home plate to 
the fences. Bases were anchored into measured spots. 


170 


There is a Way 


Vince was small for his age. This meant that he needed 
something to compensate for his lack of size and power. 
During the 1941 Railroad Street season, Vince turned 
himself into a knuckle ball pitcher. When the coach asked 
his candidates to split up into positions, Vince joined 
the pitchers. The first week of practice was given over to 
logistics and getting in shape. During the second week, 
A and B teams were selected. It was no surprise to Vince 
that he was assigned to the B team. On the following 
Monday, the two teams were scheduled to play a nine 
inning game. Vince was surprised to learn that he was 
going to be the starting pitcher for the B's. 
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David and Goliath 


IN THE EARLY INNINGS, all of the A batters went 
down on pop-ups or swinging. They laughed and made 
jokes about Vince's lucky strikes. It was luck all right - 
--luck like David had when he fought against Goliath. 
Vince's knuckle ball had the knack of avoiding collisions, 
especially with baseball bats. The innings slipped by so 
uneventfully that before Vince realized it, he had two out 
in the ninth. That’s when the smallest player on the field 
ran into trouble. Vince’s knuckles were missing a layer 
of skin. He walked the next three batters. The B team, 
however, was still ahead by a score of 2-0. Vince looked 
to the bench, expecting and ever hoping that the coach 
would call time, come out to the mound, and take the 
baseball from him. The next batter stepped to the plate. 
The umpire motioned for the game to continue. It was 
Vince's game to win or lose. 
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Vince managed to work a 2-2 count on Cotton 
Spears, the A’s cleanup man. Vince could tell by the set of 
Cotton’s jaw that he had no intention of making the final 
out. Cotton looked every inch the incarnation of Casey 
at the bat. Although it was now a mere formality, Vince 
peered down to his catcher Brooks Harper for the sign. 
A closed fist, for the knuckleball, was only sign he'd seen 
for the entire game. Instead, he was now staring at an 
inverted two finger V, the signal for a curve. Vince shook 
his head to remind Brooks that he was giving him the 
wrong sign. But, there it was again. Then, he noticed the 
huge grin on Brook’s face. The catcher’s two front teeth 
had been knocked out, and Vince could see the empty 
space and wide smile behind his catcher’s mask. Vince 
nodded and went into his windup. The ball floated on 
a course that, unaltered would have smacked Cotton 
squarely between the eyes. Seeing this, Cotton casually 
stepped out and proceeded to grab a handful of dirt for 
his hands. That's when he heard the umpire yell. 

“Strike three, youre out!” 

The B team was overjoyed. All the players ran out to 
congratulate the star of the game. Vince had arrived in 
baseball heaven. 

The B team not only won the game, now everybody 
knew who Vince Knight was. He was the little left-handed 
pip-squeak who struck Cotton Spears out four times in a 
row. Long after everyone else had gone, Vince lingered at 
the ball park and savored the experience. He shuttered as 
he though of how close he'd come to going directly to the 
ball field instead of the drug store. Had that happened, 
what would it be like going home to face his father now. 
His mind went back to the Sunday School quarterly and 
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those few powerful words that changed both their lives 
forever. 

Compared to football and basketball, historically, 
Greengate High’s baseball games had never been well 
attended. Yet, on the days when Vince pitched, the stands 
were practically filled with fans. Many of these were from 
the so-called “other side of the tracks”. Railroad Street, in 
particular turned out in groves to cheer their own. On the 
last day of the season, as Vince was warming up, he saw a 
sight that he thought he would never see. It was the day 
before Arthur King was to leave for basic training. Arthur 
was among dozens of Railroad Street fans that Vince had 
spotted. His sisters Mollie and Ida and brothers Victor 
and Howard all had front row seats. But, when his eyes 
fell on Ben Knight, tears began to stream down his face. 
Vince took off his cap to cover his tears. Now peering 
over the brim of his Greengate High baseball cap Vince’s 
gaze again fell on his father. There was something very 
strange and different about him. When he looked again 
he noticed that Ben Knight had not only come to see his 
son play ball, he was wearing his son’s baseball cap. 
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CHAPTER 35 
The Summer Job 


SCAB VS. UNION SEGREGATION was no longer a problem 
on Railroad Street. After a winter of blissful contentment, 
unity and oneness, baseball season arrived. ‘The dynamics 
of unity and bliss, however, created a baseball problem 
of sorts. Now, instead of competing teams, there were 
thirty young ball players ranging from mediocre, average 
to above average in talent, ready to merge into one great 
Railroad Street team. However, during the off season, 
their adult leaders had all become draft picked away to 
serve on Uncle Sam’s team. There was only one person 
left among them who was capable of leading them. And, 
this person was too young for the draft. This made short 
work of the selection process, and by unanimous consent, 
Vince Knight was chosen to lead Railroad Street’s dream 
team. The problem of course was that Vince already had 
a full-time job at the Central Grocery for the summer. 
Even so, Vince agreed to join them at their first practice 
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session at Railroad Street’s ball field on Sunday afternoon 
at two oclock. Before going to bed that night, Vince 
kneeled beside his bed and prayed. 

“God, you know I really want to help the kids in this 
neighborhood the way Arthur King and Dennis Queen 
helped me and dozens of other poor boys. But, I’m not 
an Arthur King or Dennis Queen. Besides, I have a sick 
father and no money. I have to work. When Papa and 
me both decided to trust You, You solved our problem. 
Now, I’m asking You to tell me what to do with this new 
problem. Show me what you want me to do and I'll try 
to do it. Amen.” 

The next morning Vince was so concerned about the 
baseball situation on Railroad Street that he decided to 
bore his father with the problem. While Ben and Vince 
were eating breakfast, Vince said to his father, “Now 
that all the kids in the neighborhood are friends, they 
need a leader to help them put their two former baseball 
team together. Both of their baseball managers have been 
drafted. I know they are desperate, because they've asked 
me to help them start a new baseball team. There’s more 
than enough talent right here in our neighborhood to 
field one great team. It’s a shame that I can’t help them, 
but I have to work. I told them that there’s no way I can 
help them.” 

Instead of giving Vince a direct answer, Ben Knight 
returned, “And, I hear that the boys baseball team at 
church are looking for a new leader too. Apparently, 
they've got the very same problem.” 

“Yes sir, I know, And, if they don’t find a leader for us 
pretty soon, they won't have enough players in the church 


176 


There is a Way 


to form a team. | think only three of us have signed up 
to play.” 

Ben responded, “I read in the paper last week 
where the city is gonna let the churches here in town 
with baseball teams play their games in the municipal 
stadium.” 

Maggie King always tossed the Greengate Daily 
Telegram onto Knight's porch after she finished reading 
it every day. 

Ben continued, “If I had a place like that to play 
baseball when I was your age, I might have been a baseball 
player, like you.” 

Vince was astounded. Could this be his father 
talking? There was more. Ben continued, “Maybe that's 
something you “can” do. Maybe you can help them start 
a baseball program at the church. That’s something you 
would like to do. In fact you just said so yourself.” 

“Youre right Papa, I would love to do that for the 
church. But, I have to work. It’s the same problem all 
over again. Maybe----” 

Ben Knight was on a roll. He interrupted his son, 
“I called the Crossroads’ preacher to ask him a Bible 
question. The next thing I knew I was telling him about 
the article I just told you about. I was surprised when 
he said that he had read that same article. He said that 
the church has already voted for the money to hire a 
summer worker to build up our youth program. If we 
don’t find someone to take the job soon it will be too late. 
_ The league will be starting without us and the program 
here at church will probably fold. So, I said to him, my 
boy Vince is a hard worker and a good ball player and he 
knows all the boys in this neighborhood. Maybe he's the 
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one youre looking for. He seemed interested, but said 
that he would need the approval of the deacons before he 
could give me an answer.” 

Vince's head was swimming. He had to be dreaming. 
This conversation couldn't be happening. There was only 
one way to find out. Vince asked, “Do you mean that I'll 
be paid for managing a baseball team?” 

“The preacher and I talked about that. I explained to 
him about your summer job at the grocery store. I told 
him that we needed your pay to make ends meet here 
at the house. I told him that we lived off the twenty- 
two dollars you made each week delivering groceries last 
summer. That came out to be around three hundred for 
the summer. Last night the preacher called me back and 
told me that you have the job for three hundred, if you 
want it. 

“When do I start?” 

“T would start right now if I were you. Get out there 
and start recruiting your team. After I finish my coffee, 
Pll call the preacher and let him know that you're already 
on the job.” 
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CHAPTER 36 
The Coach 


"TWENTY-FOUR BOYS SHOWED UP at the Crossroad 
Baptist Church’s baseball meeting the following week. 
Ben Knight had engineered a near perfect solution to 
three problems at once. The church now had the makings 
of a competitive team for the city church league. The 
Railroad Street boys got the leader of their choice to 
organize and manage them, and God answered Vince 
Knight’s prayer in a way that was far more wonderful 
than he imagined. 

Vince personally invited each player from the two 
former Railroad Street teams which were now in limbo, 
to a baseball meeting at the church held on the following 
Monday night. Pastor Elliot was there to greet them. 
He announced that he was only “sitting in” on the 
meeting. “Meanwhile,” he told the group, “Vince Knight 
has agreed to organize and manage a sixteen and under 
baseball team here at our church. This team will be a part 
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of a league that are being sponsored by eight churches 
here in the city. Each church team will be playing two 
games each week at The Municipal Stadium here in 
Greengate. There will be a playoff after the regular season 
to decide the league champion. As long as you attend “a” 
local church on a regular basis, you are eligible to play 
for our baseball team here at Crossroad. Vince will tell 
you everything else you need to know. Remember this is 
a church activity: bad language and poor sportsmanship 
will not be tolerated. All of us here at Crossroad Baptist 
wish you boys a great season of fun and fellowship.” 

After asking God in prayer to bless the team and keep 
them safe, the preacher turned the meeting over to Vince. 
Vince passed around a sheet of lined notebook paper and 
a pencil. 

“The first thing we need is a roster of players. And, I 
do mean players. If you want to play, you will be allowed 
to play. Write your name on one of these lines,” Vince 
said, “then if you want to suggest a name for the team, 
write that next to your own name.” While this was being 
done, Vince called for questions. Before the meeting 
broke up more that two hours later, twenty-four happy 
boys went their separate ways. Practices were scheduled 
for every day of the week except Sunday. Sign up sheets 
helped to keep the practice sessions manageable. 

The following week, Vince attended a night 
meeting of team managers. That meeting also included 
representatives from the city manager's office. Each church 
would pay a single league fee of five hundred dollars, for 
which the city would maintain the playing field, furnish 
umpires, bases and baseballs, provide printed schedules 
and trophies. Participating teams would also be allowed 
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to use the home and away locker rooms on game days. 
The city manager gave out guidelines and regulations 
for use of the stadium. Managers, coaches, and league 
officials were to wear name tags identifying their church 
or city affiliation. 

Someone asked Vince the question that he had been 
dreading when the manager of First Methodist asked, 
“Who is the manager of your team son? I assume your 
manager couldn't make it to the meeting tonight.” 

“I’m afraid I’m “the” manager of The Crossroad 
Baptist team. My mane is Vince Knight.” 

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you Vince. 
My name is Dick Robinson. It’s great to see someone your 
age taking on a job like this. I’m sure you'll do a great job. 
If you need any help or anything don’t hesitate to call me 
anytime. The business card that Dick Robinson handed 
Vince was embossed with the logo of the biggest bank in 
town. Richard A. Robinson, President was clearly visible 
near the bottom of the card. Vince Knight knew from 
that moment on that he was in over his head. 

When Vince came home from the managers meeting 
he was surprised to see that a light was still burning in his 
father’s room. “Why are you up so late Papa?” 

“About an hour ago,” Ben answered, “someone called 
asking for you. The man said his name was Mr. David 
Meyer. He wants you to call him.” 

“Now?’ It’s ten after ten o'clock.” 

“He said it was important.” 

Vince called the number. A man answered on the first 
ring. It was obvious that he was waiting for a call. 

“Is this the manager of the Crossroad Baptist Church 
baseball team?” 
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“Yes sir, so far, that’s me.” 

“Tm calling to ask if you might let my son play on 
your baseball team?” 

“Vince answered, “I’m sorry, but we have all the 
players we need. 

Mr. Meyer responded, “Let me rephrase my question. 
I should have asked if you would give him a chance to try 
out for your team.” 

“T'm sorry, but I think I’ve already answered both of 
your questions.” 

Several seconds passed with no response. Vince asked 
“Are you still there Mr. Meyer?” 

“Yes I’m here. I was afraid that I was too late. I’ve 
already tried all the other teams in your league. They all 
told me the same thing. All of them say that they have 
already picked their teams” 

Vince was thinking,” that’s odd”. Several of the other 
managers complained that they were having trouble 
finding enough players. Vince said to himself, “Something 
isn't right here.” And, into the phone Vince said, “When 
can I see your son. Maybe we can work something out.” 

“I can bring him by your house anytime you say. You 
still live at 1108 Railroad Street. Is that correct? 

“Yes sir, have your son here at nine tomorrow 
morning, I’ll see what I can do.” 

“My son, David and I will be at your house at nine 
tomorrow morning. Thanks for returning my call. We 
both look forward to meeting you. See you in the morning 
at nine, and thanks again for returning my call.” 

“You've very welcome Mr. Meyer. Good night.” 

Vince hung up the phone and looked into his father’s 
room. He wanted to talk, but Ben Knight’s room was 
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dark. So, Vince asked himself, “What have you gotten 
yourself into now?” 
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CHAPTER 37: 
Enter David Meyer 


THE IDEA THAT HIS dream job could easily turn out 
to be a nightmare had already occurred to Vince. One 
of his good players suffered a broken nose during their 
very first practice session. That boy’s parents became so 
upset that they yanked their kid off the team. Vince’s 
best player decided to go swimming and skipped batting 
practice without informing his manager. Vince cut him 
from the team, only to see his name pop up on another 
church roster. And, now that strange phone call. The 
man was almost begging the way Mollie did when she was 
looking for a place for us to live. But, that was different. 
Mollie was an adult dealing with other adults. Vince was 
wondering. “What is Mr. Myers going to think when he 
discovers that I am only a poor kid with nothing to offer 
him. The coach of the Crossroad “Cadets” didn’t have 


long to wait. 
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Vince walked out onto his front porch at eight fifty 
to discover a late model limousine parked under the big 
tree. At the sight of Vince, a man and a boy exited the 
shiny auto from opposite sides. 

During the hands shakes and introductions, Vince 
could see by the number of onlookers that the fancy car 
was rousing the imagination of his neighbors. To his 
visitors Vince said, “Let’s go inside where we can have 
some privacy” 

When they were settled in the living room, Mr. 
Meyer began. “I’m curious to know how you became the 
manager of the Crossroad Baptist baseball team. I've meet 
the other seven managers and they are all much older.” 

“I can answer that question for you Dad,” David 
Meyer offered, “Vince is a very good ballplayer. He won 
three games pitching for the Greengate Varsity team 
this year and his batting average was over three hundred 
too.” 

“I’m afraid that playing baseball and managing 
baseball are entirely two different things.” said Mr. 
Meyer. 

Vince responded, “I understand where your dad’s 
question is coming from. I’ve at least learned that much 
in the short time since I took on this job. The answer is 
that our church hasn’t been able to find anyone else to 
manage the team. Because of the war, a lot of our older 
men have been drafted and others have moved away to 
work in factories and shipyards.” 

“Oh, I don’t know why Vince won't make a good 
manager,” David retorted. “Mel Ott and several others 
became very good player-managers in the big leagues.” 
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“Listen son, I’m sure Vince is more interested in why 
we are here. Would you like for me to explain ourselves 
or would you rather?” 

“Go ahead Dad, you're the lawyer, I promise to keep 
quiet.” 

“Thank you son,” Mr. Meyer began, “My son David 
is good baseball player. He dreams of being a big leaguer 
pitcher someday. But, right now he‘ settle for a chance to 
show his stuff in Municipal Stadium this summer. We are 
hoping that you might give him a chance to do that.” 

“Tl be happy to give David that chance,” Vince 
responded, 

‘There's are a couple of basic requirements for playing 
for our church team. You must be no older than sixteen 
before September. And, you must attend our church or 
some other church regularly.” 

“Tm fifteen. But, I don’t attend a church.” David 
said. | 

“Well that doesn’t have to be a problem. You will be 
welcome at Crossroad Baptist or some other church if 
you aren't a Baptist.” 

“T can’t do that,” David answered, “I’m Jewish. But, I 
do attend my synagogue regularly.” 

“But, doesn’t that mean that you can’t play ball on 
Saturday?” Vince asked, “that’s when a lot of our games 
will be scheduled.” 

“That's right I can’t play on Saturdays. And you don’t 
play ball on Sunday, isn’t that right?” David Meyer’s tone 
told Vince that he was angry, hurt, and frustrated. 

Until this moment Vince had been puzzled that none 
of the other team managers had given David Meyer a 
chance. Now, he knew! 
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“Well”, Vince responded, “I guess that’s it. I don't see 
how we can make this work. Do you?” 

“Tt will work if someone gives me a chance.” David 
was beginning to lose his temper and hope, as well. But, 
he plodded on. “I’m a pitcher. There will be plenty of 
games when I “can” play.” 

“] hadn't thought of that,” Vince responded, “you're 
right. I wish I could say yes right here and now. But, 
rules are rules. And, the rule about attending a church is 
one of the church league rules. As far as I’m personally 
concerned, I have no problem with the fact that youre 
Jewish. We both believe in the same God. I would be 
glad to give you a chance. But, this isn't entirely up to me. 
I have to clear this with the leaders of my church. And, 
then I guess our church will have to have the approval of 
the rest of the league before you will be allowed to play. 
I can only promise you that I will do my best to see that 
you get the chance.” 

“That’s fair enough. Here is my card.” Mr. Meyer 
offered, “It has both my home and office numbers on it. 
Please give us a call as soon as you have an answer. With 
nothing more to discuss, they all shook hands and said 
goodbye. 

As their car pulled away from the curb, Vince stared at 
the second business card he’d received in consecutive days. 
This card read, Joshua Meyer & Associates, Attorneys-at- 
law. “This one,” Vince was thinking, “may be made of 
dynamite.” 
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CHAPTER 38 
There is a Way 


VINCE CALLED HIS PREACHER and reported his 
conversation with the Jewish boy and his father. He was 
surprised to learn that several other church leaders had 
already called pastor Elliot to warned him to be on the 
lookout for a Jewish boy wanting to play baseball in the 
church league. 

Pastor Elliot said, “There is no way David will be 
allowed to play in the church league unless he is attends 
“a’ Christian church on a regular basis.” 

Vince replied, “I don’t think that’s gonna happen.” 

“You sound very sure about that. Have you already 
invited him to our church?” 

“No sir. I was going to until he said that his uncle is 
his rabbi.” 

“I see where youre coming from. But, I still think 
someone should; not just tell him that he “has” to attend 
some church, someone should invite him to “their” 
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church. Do you want me to call David. I'll be happy to 
invite him to attend our church” the pastor replied. 

“I appreciate that preacher, but I think it’s my job 
to invite him. I was almost dying to play baseball for 
the high school this spring. For almost a year that was 
about all I could think about. My father didn’t think that 
baseball was important and didn’t want me to play.” 

“Your father told me that God had the final word in 
settling the baseball dispute between the two of you. I’m 
sure that God will have the final word in David’s case 
too. There are times, and this may be one of those times 
when someone else can be more effective than a pastor. 
Apparently, David Meyer already knows “about” you and 
respects you. Good luck and God bless you. And, you 
can call me, if you need me.” 

As soon as that conversation was over, Vince rang 
Joshua Meyer’s home number. David Meyer answered on 
the second ring. “Hello.” 

“Is this David Meyer?” 

Yess 

“This is Vince Knight, I’m calling to talk to you about 
you playing baseball for our Crossroad Church team.” 

“Yes, ve been waiting for you to call.” David 
answered. 

“I think we need to talk about this in private. When 
and where can you and I get together?” 

“If your answer is no, I do no believe that we have 
anything further to discuss.” David was responding in 
very formal English. 

Vince continued, “Earlier this spring I had to make 
a choice between playing baseball at Municipal Stadium 


189 


William M. Davenport 


for the high school and doing something else. I chose to 
do something else.” 

“But, you did play for your High School team this 
spring. I saw you pitch two of those games myself. You're 
not making sense.” 

“That's why I'd rather talk to you in private. My story 
is somewhat complicated.” Vince answered. 

“Are you saying that there is a chance that I can play 
for your team? If so I’m willing to talk about it.” 

“Yes. There is definitely “a” chance. After you hear 
what I have to say, you might want to do something else 
too. Just listen to my story, then the rest will be up to 
you.” Vince answered. 

“This sounds interesting, when can we talk?” 

“Tl be home tonight if you can come over. I think 
this needs to be discussed in private just between the two 
of us. Maybe you can get your father or someone to drop 
you off, and pickup after we’ve had our talk.” 

“Ts eight o'clock 0.k.2” 

“Sure, that will be fine.” 

“See you then.” 

As soon as Vince hung up the phone, doubts began 
to overwhelmed and sicken him. He thought, “I must 
really be crazy and stupid too. Why couldn't I just do 
what everyone else did. Throw the “attend church” rule at 
him and let it go at that. That way it would be over and I 
could forget it. Now, I’ve given David Meyer false hope, 
He'll probably hate me the rest of his life. I’m gonna call 
him now and tell him not to come.” 

As soon as David Meyer answered again, Vince 
began, “I don’t want you to go through the rest of this 
day wondering if I have some magic trick up my sleeve 
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that will make it possible for you to play on my baseball 
team. Are you still there?” 

“Yes. I’m still here. Listen Vince, I believe that you are 
trying to help me. But, I don't believe in magic. Thanks 
for trying anyway.” 

“Before we hang up, suppose I give you the short 
version of what I had in mind for us to talk about later 
tonight.” 

“Go ahead, I’m listening.” David answered. 

“You “attend” my church for one hour each Sunday 
until the baseball season is over. We can sit together at 
church. You will be my guest. I am also willing to go with 
you to your synagogue each Sabbath if that would help.” 

“Are you serious?” David asked. 

“Yes lam.” 

“Rules are rules. In order to play in the church league 
a player is required to “attend a’ Christian church. That 
rule does not require you to become a Christian. The 
Jesus I worship does not force himself on anyone. What 
harm would it do you or me to learn more about what 
the other believes? I’m willing to give it a try if we can 
work something out.” 

“You really are serious aren’t you?” David said. 

“Serious, yes, and maybe crazy too. If I don't hear 
from you, I promise not to bother you again. The baseball 
is now in your hands. I hope you will be pitching for my 
team this season. If not, whatever happens, we can still 
be friends.” 

“Do you want to hear something funny?” David 
asked. 

“Yep, I could use a good laugh about now.” Vince 
replied. 
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“T think that that idea of yours is far from crazy, 
Vince. Like you say, no matter what happens, we will 
still be friends. David asserted. 

“Yep, friends for life.” Vince agreed. 

Vince called pastor Elliot and told him about his 
conversation with David Meyer. Vince ended by asking 
the preacher if he thought that the league was going to be 
upset if David takes up our offer. 

The preacher answered, “The league might not like 
it, but each of them had a chance to do exactly what 
you have done. It’s like your dad says, “when there’s a 
principal involved, principals out rank rules”. I hope 
David decides to attend our church. The Lord knows 
that we can use another good left-handed pitcher.” 
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CHAPTER 39 
The Opener 


WHEN AMANDA QUEEN, A life long Methodist, 
learned that that Crossroad Baptist could only afford tee 
shirts for their baseball team, she donated five hundred 
dollars for their uniforms and equipment to insure that 
Railroad Street kids on the team would not be playing 
for the shabbiest looking team in the league. The church 
treasurer purchased eighteen uniforms at a cost of twenty 
dollars each. The Crossroad Cadets opening game was 
less than a week away when Vince issued fifteen brand 
new uniforms. The remaining kids who tried out were 
issued “Cadet” tee shirts and their names were listed on 
the Crossroad team roster. 

The season opener began with considerable fanfare, 
with the teams lining the base paths a combined church 
choir and band filled the infield. They sang and played 
the “The Stars Spangled Banner”, “God Bless America” 
and “Take Me Out to The Ball Game”. During this part 
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of the singing of “God Bless America”, David Meyer, who 
was standing next to his manager said “Did you know 
that a Jew wrote this song?” 

“No I didn’t” Vince admitted, “but I’m not surprised. 
I did know that a Jew by the name of David wrote a lot 
of the famous songs in the Bible.” 

They both laughed. 

By luck of the schedule, Crossroad Baptist Cadets was 
the home team for that season opener. The ceremonies 
finally ended and the home plate umpire yelled, “Play 
Ball!” a lusty cheer arose from the scores of Railroad 
Street fans as the Cadets took the field. David Meyer 
threw a dozen warm up pitches before signaling that he 
was ready. The ball was snapped around the infield and 
the umpire called “batter up!” 

Meyer's first pitch was a belt high fast ball that 
appeared to catch the outside corner, but was called ball 
one. The manager of the “visiting” team then called time 
and with rule book in hand, approached home plate, 
The other two umpires soon joined the discussion. A 
minute later Vince was called to the meeting at home 
plate. When it was over, a message came across the public 
address system announcing that the that game was being 
played under protest. Everyone in the stands either knew, 
or were soon told, that the protest had to do with David 
Meyer, a Jewish kid playing baseball in an all Christian 
league. The spectators, numbering in the hundreds, were 
in shock. Some were shocked at the timing of the protest. 
Every manager in the league knew that David Meyer 
was Jewish long before the game began. They also knew 
that his name was listed on the Crossroad’s Baptist team 
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rooster. Those in that camp were shocked that the matter 
had not been settled earlier. 

Most of the others; those who had no background 
knowledge of the problem, immediately sided with the 
protesting manager. What was this insignificant poor 
church from the crummiest section of Greengate doing 
in this league anyway? Where did they get the money for 
those brand new uniforms? David Meyer's rich Jewish 
daddy probably. Only a poor church like Crossroad 
Baptist would stoop to buying their way into the league. 
After the protest had been duly lodged and announced, 
Vince called for additional time and walked to the mound 
where the all of the infielders had gathered around David 
Meyer. The home plate umpire followed Vince to the 
mound where David Meyer was fighting to control 
himself. As Vince reached the mound, he shouted, “I 
knew this wasn’t going to work. Here take the damn ball. 
I'll leave your uniform in the locker room.” 

“Listen Dave,” Vince said, “You are a member of my 
team. Members of my team don't quit. Our team is here 
to play baseball. None of us want you to quit.” 

“All the Cadet’s echoed Vince’s vote of confidence 
with words of similar encouragement. 

Vince continued, “If we lose this protest, it will be 
my fault, not yours. This is “your” game to pitch until 
“[” ask you for the baseball. All we need to do right now 
is settle down and concentrate on getting these guys out. 
Qiks 

The umpire, who was also visibly upset said, “Come 
on guys, let’s play baseball.” After a few warm up pitches 
by David Meyer, the game continued. ‘The innings slipped 
by quickly, but not as fast as half the crowd that stormed 
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out ot the ball park. By the end of the first inning, only 
Cadet fans were in the stands. David Meyer gave up only 
four hits and walked four. The Crossroad Cadets won the 
game by a whopping 12 to 1 score. After the game, Vince 
was informed by the league officials and umpires that his 
presence was expected at a meeting of league managers at 
eight o'clock that evening. When Vince finally entered 
the locker room, David Meyer’s neatly folded uniform 
greeted him. David Meyer was gone. 

At the meeting later that night, the manager who 
lodged the protest was asked to state the rationale for 
his protest. That manager, who also happened to be a 
trial lawyer began, “I intend to show that the Crossroad 
Baptist team violated the league rule which clearly implies 
that every player regularly attends a Christian church. I 
intend to prove that David Meyer blatantly violated that 
rule. With the moderator permission, I would like to 
question the manager of the Crossroad Baptist Baseball 
Team.” 

The moderator agreed. Vince Knight was asked if he 
had any objections. Vince answered, “No sir” and the 
questioning began. 

“Coach Knight, did you know that David Meyer was 
Jewish?” 

eYesiain” 

“Wasn't it you who suggested to David Meyer that he 
attend your church?” 

“Yes sir,” Vince answered, ‘I’ve asked a lot of people 
to come to my church.” This caused a ripple of laughter 
throughout the room. 

“Have you ever invited another Jewish person to visit 
your church?” 
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“No sir. David Meyer is the first Jewish boy I've 
known personally.” Vince replied. A couple of people 
applauded. 

At this point the interrogator said, “A simple yes or 
no will be adequate to answer my questions. You also 
knew that David Meyer wanted to play baseball on your 
team didn’t you?” 

“Yes sir.” Vince returned. 

“Suppose David Meyer had been black instead of 
Jewish, would you have invited him to your church?” 

“T honestly don’t know how to answer to that question 
with a simple yes or no. I hope I would do what Jesus 
would want me to do.” Vince answered. 

“Thank you coach,” the lawyer said, “You have 
answered my questions in an honest and straight forward 
manner. This league needs to decide if this league is truly 
a “Christian League”. If this Jewish kid is allowed to play 
in this league simply because he wants to play baseball 
and for that reason alone “decides to attend” a Christian 
church, what is to stop any kid from replacing our “real” 
Christian boys from playing in this league. I further move 
that this protest be decided by secret ballot.” 

That request was granted by the moderator, who 
further stated that the manager of each team cast the 
vote for his team. A simple majority of “Yes” votes would 
be required for the protest to be upheld. Two of the 
city officials were asked to collect, tally and report the 
vote. The managers were then given fifteen minutes to 
cast their vote. Meanwhile they were free to discuss the 
matter with others individuals who were present in the 
building. Vince was fully supported by his pastor and 
the Crossroad Baptist deacons who were attending the 
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meeting. The protest was upheld by a vote of five to two 
with one church abstaining. 

The moderator then announced that the ball game 
would be resumed at a later date with a one ball and no 
strike count on the first batter of the game. The moderator 
then called for a motion to adjourn which was quickly 
made and seconded. A local newspaper reporter was the 
first person to leave the conference room of the First 
Methodist Church of Greengate. Within five minutes 
everyone else was gone too. 
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CHAPTER 40 
The Protest 


Pastor ELLIOT PARKED IN front of Vince’s house. Not 
a word had passed between them during the drive from 
First Methodist. 

“I know this is a bitter pill for you to swallow Vince”, 
the preacher said, “but neither you nor David Meyer have 
anything to be ashamed of.” 

“Pm not ashamed.” Vince responded, “I’m just 
surprised, disappointed and shocked at the way it turned 
out What am I going to do now?” 

“I share your frustration”, the pastor said, “maybe both 
of us can work our way through this together. I’ve been 
around longer that you have. I was not really surprised by 
the vote. I should have warned you that this was probably 
going to happen. But, I feel the same disappointment 
that you are experiencing right now. Prejudice is simply 
something we have to deal with. Our Lord and Savior 
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dealt with it every day of his life on earth. We can work 
through this together. What do you say?” 

“What about poor David? Who's gonna work things 
out with him?” 

“Beyond sending him a written apology, I’m not too 
sure.” 

“I see Papa yonder at the window, I’m sure he’s 
anxious to get a report from the meeting.” 

“When is your next practice?” 

“I'm meeting with the team in the morning at nine 
here on our Railroad Street field. I hope they show up.” 

“TH be there. At least two of us will show up. 
Remember, you are not in this alone. Striking a deal with 
David Meyer was as much my idea as it was yours. We're 
kindred souls. Both our jobs may be on the line. See you 
in the morning coach.” 

It took Vince several minutes to recount the 
proceedings at First Methodist. This was done without 
any interruption from his father. Finally Vince asked, 
“Well Papa what do you think?” 

“I think both of us ought to go to bed now.” Ben 
answered. 

“I meant, what do you think about what happened at 
the meeting? Do you think I did the right thing?” 

“Would you change anything you said or did if you 
could?” Ben answered Vince’s question with a question. 

“No sir, I dont know of anything.” Vince 
responded. 

“Well then. Since you and I both feel that way, 
nothing more needs to be said about it. So, let’s go to 


bed.” 
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“But, what if my team doesn't show up in the 
morning? Or, what if the church votes to fire me and the 
preacher? Or, what----” 

“Listen son. Only God knows what will happen 
tomorrow. Your job is to be ready to do what He has 
planned for you do. You have a team practice scheduled 
for nine in the morning, right?” 

Yes sir.” 

“The preacher said he'll be there to support you. Is 
that right?” 

Yessir’ 

“If your team shows up in the morning, what are you 
gonna tell them?” 

“T don’t know.” Vince admitted. 

“The main things are, be yourself and tell the truth. 
Those are the only two roads worth taking” 

A crowd had gathered at the ball field long before 
Vince arrived. Many were merely curiosity seekers wanting 
to get a close up look at the teen-age baseball manager 
who attempted to smuggle a Jewish baseball phenomena 
into the Christian Church League. Several came with 
home made signs bearing anti-semitic messages. A small 
scuffle had broken out earlier. Vince’s sympathizers, 
who vastly outnumbered the visiting protesters began to 
make bonfires with the unwelcomed signs. But, when a 
police cruiser pulled up to the curb, a hush fell across the 
field. Later, when the crowd spotted Vince they went 
into a wild celebration mode. Cheering and clapping 
overwhelmed both the voices and spirits of the dissenters. 
Most of the people at the field knew the outcome of the 
protest meeting from the local morning newspaper or the 
early news on Greengate’s morning radio broadcast. The 
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Railroad Street people were expecting trouble and were 
ready to deal with it. They were in no mood to be bullied 
by the more affluent and less tolerant side of town. Vince 
was one of their own. They were there for him. 

Vince was joined by pastor Elliot. When the pair 
reached the pitcher's mound, Preacher Elliot called for 
silence. He began. 

“On behalf of Crossroad Baptist I wish to thank 
everyone of you for being here this morning. I believe with 
all my heart that your coach did nothing wrong when he 
accepted David Meyer as one of his players. Yesterday, 
however, our opponents took exception to David Meyer 
on the grounds that he was Jewish and protested the game. 
This, in spite of the fact that David was regularly attending 
our church as required by the league rules. Unfortunately, 
last night, the majority of league managers, in a meeting 
held according to “Robert’s Rules of Order” voted to 
uphold that protest. We Christians have and always will 
have differences among ourselves until Jesus comes again. 
Therefore, I feel strongly that our best option at this time 
is to put this business behind us and get on with the 
baseball season which lies before us. I respect the rights of 
those of you who are here this morning who believe that 
our church has done something wrong or underhanded. 
My advice to you is the same. Disagree if you will, but it’s 
over now. Let it go.” 

Turning to Vince, Pastor Elliot asked, “Vince I’m 
sure everyone is waiting to hear what you have to say.” 

Vince began, “I’m overwhelmed. I really don’t know 
what to say. I didn’t expect this kind of reception. Last 
night I felt like I had failed and disgraced the team. I 
came here this morning prepared to offer the pastor my 
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resignation. But, if you people still want me to stay on, 
while I can’t guarantee you that I'll stay out of trouble, I 
promise all of you that I will try to do my very best.” 

The crowd, amid much cheering, back slapping, 
applauding, hugging and hand shaking began to chant, 
“We Want Vince”. One of the women who came with 
a nasty sign gave Vince a hug and said, “This is the 
damnedest thing I’ve ever seen. Good luck son.” It was 
thirty minutes before the field finally was clear enough 
for the Crossroad Cadets team to start practicing for 
their next scheduled game. 

The next day around noon, Ben Knight was on his 
front porch when Maggie King came over to deliver the 
morning paper. 

“I think youll be interested in one of today’s 
editorials.” she predicted. 

“Does it say anything about me?” he asked. 

“’m afraid not.” But, it does take a back handed 
swipe at your son, our church and our neighborhood.” 

“Do you call that news?” Ben asked. 

“I take it youre not surprised?” she replied. 

“No. I’m not the least bit surprised. I'd be more 
surprised if they said something good about us.” Ben 
responded. 

“What do you hear from your boys?” 

“Arthur is on his way to somewhere in the Pacific. 
Kirby is some place in England. As far as I know they are 
both O. K.” 

“Thanks for the paper and the real news about your 
boys.” 

Ben had no trouble finding the editorial. Maggie has 
circled it with a pencil. Ben read aloud, “As with any new 
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organization, small problems are inevitable. The protest 
provided the league with the proper forum for resolving a 
difference of opinion regarding one of its rules.” 

Maggie King asked, “What do you think now?” 

“T think it’s time for that boy of mine to come home. 
I’m ready to eat.” 

In June of 1942, the mass murder of Jews began at 
Auschwitz. During that same month in America a Jewish 
kid was kicked out of the Greengate Church Baseball 
League. But, a Jewish kid named David Meyer and Vince 
Knight began a friendship that would last a life time, and 
perhaps beyond. 
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According to a creditable body of evidence, America was more 
united during World War II than at any other time in its 
entire history. This, in spite of the fact that America entered 


that global conflict on the heels of ; me Cate tyest eto teame (certo (CMOya 
poverty and depression. Most * experts” credited this amazing 
phenomenon to the unfl appable nature of the American spirit. 


Many of these well meaning pundits failed to mention that “God 
Bless America” was the soulful prayer song of our nation throughout 
that terrible conflict. And, even fewer attributed that unprecedented 
period to God’s “Amazing Grace”. “There is a Way” is a story of how 
that grace transformed one tot: illy messed up, feuding inner- city 
neighborhood into an analogous part of that remarkable era. 
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